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INLucE TuA
In Thy Light
Interfaith Dialogue in a Complicated World

O

N NOVEMBER 13, 2015, OUR TELEVISION

screens were once again filled with images
of violence. In Paris on that evening, terrorists detonated bombs outside a soccer match; they
attacked diners in cafes and concertgoers inside a
music venue. One hundred thirty people died. When
we see images like these-of people very much like
us going about their everyday lives and being killed
by religious extremists who seem very much not like
us-we are painfully reminded of the uncertainties
of life in our age. Events like the Paris attacks-or the
San Bernardino shootings of December 2 or any of
the countless attacks before or since-make us feel
vulnerable and afraid, which is of course exactly
what they are intended to do.
We live in an age of global instability; the relative simplicity of the Cold War conflict has given
way to a world of shifting alliances among multiple
powers, the chaos left behind by failed states, and the
violence of religious movements prepared to use terrorism to achieve their ends. When attacks happen,
even those of us fortunate enough to live in relatively
safe and secure socities sometimes wish that the
world were simple again; we want to know exactly
who our enemies are and how to protect ourselves
from them. A week after the San Bernardino attack,
Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump,
in front of a cheering crowd, called for a "complete
shutdown of Muslims entering the United States:'
Trump is exploiting a genuine fear among voters, but
the world we live in today remains too complicated
for such knee-jerk solutions.
A better option than avoidance and exclusion is
engagement and dialogue. Acts of religious terrorism are intended to create not only fear but hatred,
and the more we hate others, the more they will hate
us back. But if we respond instead by learning what

adherents of other faiths actually believe, it will be
harder to make the mistake of assuming that everyone who seems different from us supports violence
done in the name of their faith. All Muslims are
not terrorists, just as all Christians are not crusaders. Interfaith dialogue will not stop terrorism from
happening, but it can enable more realistic and levelheaded responses to terrorism when it does happen.
Several of the articles in this issue explore the
possibilites of interfaith dialogue. In "Protestants,
Catholics, and Christian-Muslim Dialogue on the
Church-Related Campus;' Anthony Minnema
investigates why this kind of engagement is more
common at Catholic than at Protestant universities.
Richard Ray's essay "In Their Own Language" advocates for a model of "receptive ecumenism;' a form
of dialogue in which all participants remain firmly
rooted in their own first principles while engaging
in practices of hospitality and listening that allow for
an exchange of gifts through honest conversation.
Thomas Albert Howard reviews Jonathan Sacks's
recent book Not in God's Name, which considers how
religious faith can lead to unspeakable acts ofviolence
but also how religious traditions contain antidotes to
the violence they sometimes inspire. And in "U2, the
Paris Terrorist Attacks, and the Power of Grownup
Rock and Roll;' Christian Scharen describes a concert given after the Paris attacks as a kind of healing
liturgy, an offering of music itself as a form of defiance against violence and terror in our world.
We will continue to encounter people who hold
to other faiths, and some of these encounters, sadly,
will be violent; these are inescapable realities in our
world today, and we cannot build a wall tall enough
to change that. We cannot choose to disengage from
people who are different from us, and to try to avoid
these encounters would be contrary to the example
of Jesus who did not ask others if they knew him as
the Son of God before embracing them with love and
mercy. What we can choose is how we will engage
with others; we can choose the path of peaceful dialogue that leads to ending our own ignorance and to
the creation of mutual understanding and empathy.
And when we make this choice, we choose to make
ourselves instruments of God's peace in this complicated and frightening world. t
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In Their Own Language
Toward a Receptive Ecumenism
in Christian Higher Education
Richard Ray

W

HAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE A CHRISTIAN

college? The answer to this question,
as it turns out, depends on whom you
ask. For some, a college is Christian only if it
reflects in a deep, organic way the commitments
of its founding denomination. To others, this
commitment might render such a college a living
embodiment of error, a place that promotes heresy in one form or another. Are these two ends
of the continuum irreconcilable? Can professors
teach, can students learn, and can each grow in
faith on a college campus where an ecology of
spiritual gift and reception provides the dominant ethos?
The purpose of this essay is to encourage those
who inhabit Christian colleges to think about the
notion of ecumenism, what it means-or could
mean-to be an ecumenical Christian college,
and how this concept might shape their thinking, their common life together, and the degree
of trust they have for each other, both within and
among their campuses. The ecumenical spirit on
my campus has liberally seasoned our new strategic plan, and so this seems an appropriate time
for my colleagues and me to think more deeply
about this. I hope it will be useful for you as well.
There are so many subjects that one could
argue are more timely and central to daily life
on a college campus: the underappreciated
humanities, dwindling funding for the arts, the
ever-increasing commodification of the bachelor's degree, the steady drip of demographic
challenges, liberal arts on the brink. Those who
teach and learn in Christian colleges could earn a
graduate degree in any of these subjects by simply

6

The Cresset

reading the Chronicle of Higher Education every
morning. These subjects are important, and we
ignore them at our peril. But I will admit that
after five years as a chief academic officer they
are starting to bore. There is little in these subjects that inspires, that animates, or that conjures
vision. And, to quote the ancient book "where
there is no vision, the people perish" (Proverbs
29:18).
So why draw attention to ecumenism as an
organizing theme for how one might think about
Christian colleges? I have several reasons. Earlier
in this essay, I made mention of a common life
together. Ecumenism well-engaged in any given
place and time implies that there is actually some
form of common life to which it can cling and
take root. Do those in Christian colleges have
such a common life together? What is its state of
being? If they don't actually have a common life
together, then the big issues of the moment that
comprise the daily prattle of the prognosticators
and pundits seem like so much sound and fury,
signifying nothing.
But why this, and why now? I have written
and spoken before of the need for a renewed
sense of ecumenical fraternity in our common
life together (Ray 2014) . The Second Vatican
Council more than half a century ago exhorted
all faithful Christians to recognize the signs of the
times and to take an active and intelligent part
in the work of ecumenism ( Unitatis redintegratio, I -4). I confess that the signs of the times as I
understand them-imperfectly, to be sure-compel me to bear fresh witness to the imperative
for Christians everywhere to acknowledge and

embrace our differences in a spirit of informed,
honest, charitable, patient, and ongoing dialogue. Those who work in Christian colleges can
be an example to all of higher education for how
this can be done, primarily for the benefit of their
students, but also as a beacon for an increasingly
fragmented American culture, a culture every bit
as fractured as the Christian church we aim to
build up through our teaching, scholarship, and
service.
Peter Leithart (2015) spoke true when he
reminded us that "if the Church is going to face
the challenges of this new century, she will have
to face them as a united Church. Nothing has
so weakened our witness as our tragic divisions.
Nothing has made the Gospel so implausible, if
not preposterous:' In my view, Christian colleges
who will not or cannot take up this challenge will
become equally implausible and preposterous.
A final reason for this theme is that those
of us who serve Christian colleges require a
challenge. We require something worth struggling for, and not just as mere individuals. We
require something worth the sacrifices made
to obtain it, sacrifices jointly owned and jointly
borne. And we need a hopeful place from which
to do so, mindful of Richard John Neuhaus's
claim (George 2014) that we may well be living
in the last days of the early Church! Confident
that God may have much more in mind for us,
we should remember that the problems of demographics, shifting markets, fickle governments,
and tuition dependence will always be with us.
They are the day-to-day stuff faced by any educational enterprise, including Christian colleges
and universities. The problems of Christian college and university in this regard aren't all that
different than those of secular colleges and universities. But many colleges and universities
have as their principal paradigm a purely immanent, Cartesian understanding of the mind as
the source and summit of an individual striving
toward a higher state of being. Cogito ergo sum"I think, therefore I am:' We should be honest
enough with ourselves to see too many Christian
colleges in this picture. This has its place, but as
a goal worthy of collective striving it is uninspiring, for, as John Henry Cardinal Newman (1999)

proposed, the acquisition of knowledge for its
own sake "exerts a subtle influence in throwing
us back on ourselves, and making us our own
center, and our minds the measure of all things:'
As Liverpool Hope University Vice-Chancellor
Gerald Pillay has suggested (2011), a worthier
orientation for Christian colleges is reflected in a
more transcendent, Kierkegaardian proposition:
pugno ergo sum- "I struggle, therefore I am:' To
count our certainties as uncertain. To weigh with
others all that is known-and unknown-in a
common search for Truth. To avail ourselves of
every sense God provided, especially the sense of
hearing. To wrestle together in the search for a
more perfect understanding found only on the
sunlit uplands of our shared intellectual and

A worthier orientation for
Christian colleges is reflected in a
more transcendent, Kierkegaardian
proposition: pugno ergo sum"I struggle, therefore I am:'
spiritual geographies. To open ourselves through
mutual struggle to a more Augustinian understanding of our personhood: amor ergo sum, "I
am loved; therefore I am:'
Ecumenism Defined

Before going much further, I had better get to
the sticky business of defining terms. Academic
training instills a love of precise language, tight
definitions, and clearly delineated categories.
Graduate school imposes such discipline on its
inhabitants, after all, and so we require some
form of common vocabulary with which to
engage this subject, to engage each other about
this subject, and-most importantly-to engage
each other from this subject.
Ecumenism is, in its strictest sense and
original meaning, a concept limited to the religious realm, and in particular, the Christian
realm; it suggests a restoration of unity among
Lent 2016
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all Christians. It is intended to be both a process
engaged in and a state of being sought by persons and corporate bodies who invoke the Triune
God and confess Jesu,s Christ as Lord and Savior
( Unitatis redintegratio, 1). It is also a distinctly
modern movement, although it is based on an
ancient idea. This being the case, it is unlikely
that those who founded Christian colleges in the
American context were talking much about ecumenism, much less engaging in it as part of their
daily life together. That the readers of this essay
can discuss what it means to be an ecumenically
Christian college and take active steps toward
being worthy of the noun and its two modifiers
says something about our ability to be forwardlooking while remaining firmly rooted in the first
things we share in common with our colleges'
founders .
I wish to expand the concept of ecumenism
in two critical ways. The first expansion involves
cloaking ecumenism in its essential form with
a mantle of receptivity and reciprocity. Peter
Leithart (20 15) again:
(A) receptive ecumenism is an ecumenism of hospitality, welcome, and listening,
an ecumenism of gift exchange-one
that asks not "what do others need to
learn from me, but rather what can I
learn from others?"
Critical to note in this more expansive conception is that receptive ecumenism does not
require us to shed our first principles in exchange
for amicable relations with each other. Nobody
should have to exchange truth for peace; rather,
receptive ecumenism presumes that we bring
amicable relations with each other to the conversation and that each partner speaks with a deep
understanding of and passion for her own first
principles. Indeed, receptive ecumenism cannot be authentically engaged in by those who
are unfamiliar with their own first principles.
This is one reason why Christian colleges should
provide programs and conversation opportunities for their faculty and staff to deepen their
own sense of Christian formation . As regards
their students, when they send them across the
8
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stage at commencement and into the world, they
ought to want them to be highly informed and
deeply formed Christians, not only because this
is an inherent good, but because they will not be
able to engage neighbors in substantive wayswhether those neighbors are Christian, adherents
of some other faith, or believers in nothing at
all-unless they themselves know what they are
talking about.
Receptive ecumenism is a very challenging
thing to do well. Being open to receiving the gifts
involved in a receptively ecumenical dialogue
can be hard, for these gifts require an openness
to conversation about some of the things closest
to our hearts. Most people pull up the drawbridge too readily for any genuine conversation
to take place, much less take effect. And mere
tolerance won't get the job done. "Tolerance" is
a problematic word. It connotes surviving in an
inhospitable world. It isn't a big enough idea for
common flourishing (Tippett 2015). Receptive
ecumenism is a struggle-a good struggle, but a
struggle nonetheless.
The second way in which I wish to expand the
notion of ecumenism is to suggest that the signs
of the times call us to a kind of cultural ecumenism. American culture at this point in history is
a fractured mess. This is borne out in so many
ways. Twenty minutes of television, Internet, or
newspaper reading leave one with the impression that America-and America is where many
of our Christian colleges live, despite our global
yearnings-is a kind of three-ring circus beyond
Barnum and Bailey's wildest imaginings. The
Republican-Democrat, liberal-conservative, Fox
News-MSNBC, religious-secular culture of partyline votes and five -four decisions have divided
our neighborhoods, churches, and workplaces
and created within them intellectual and moral
outposts. The spaces between these outposts are a
kind of desiccated no-man's land that challenges
our idea of what it means to flourish. Christian
colleges can serve as an antidote to this. And yes,
this too will be hard. This too will be a struggle,
but a good struggle. And if Christian colleges
don't do it, who will? They are precisely the kind
of colleges educating the exact species of student
that can make a difference in this regard.

Ecumenism 's Challenges

I have called ecumenism a good struggle.
Why is it a struggle? What problems does ecumenism pose for those who would engage it? I
can imagine three obstacles to be overcome if we
are to fulfill our promises as receptively ecumenical Christian colleges, not counting the stain of
original sin and its Kantian "crooked timber"
from which we are formed.
The first problem is one unique to our higher
education setting and involves the disciplinary
perspectival lenses engrafted onto professors in
graduate school. They graduated from college as
broadly educated people; then they went to graduate school. Graduate school is good for many
things. It deepens knowledge in a narrow field of
inquiry. It teaches the secret handshakes of the
guilds. It develops research skills, and as it does
so it provides a disciplinary vocabulary marked
by narrow tolerance for meaning. It also tends
to transform professors into steely-eyed skeptics
who learn to see the world only through the lens
of their discipline:
•

Social scientists who tend to
understand people only for the
groups of which they are a part.

•

Natural scientists who tend to
understand the world only through
physical laws.

•

Humanists and artists who tend
to be chained too firmly to their
corner of the world.

These are all fine for advancing the discovery of
truth, but they make for poor conversation partners. Those engaged in a receptively ecumenical
relationship with others in their community
learn to set aside their methodological rigidity and the limits inherent therein. They take
off their disciplinary lenses-even briefly and
temporarily-while they try looking through
the lenses of their interlocutors. Closely related
to this is the hubris in which those blessed with
intellectual gifts can sometimes wallow when
faced with the challenges of a genuinely receptive

ecumenism. Hans U rs von Balthasar once wrote
in a Christmas homily that those who are rich in
knowledge "have to do a great deal of gymnastics
to extricate themselves from their neat and tidy
concepts, opinions, perspectives, experiences
and worldviews" before they can approach in
humble faith "the naked earth where the Child
lies in the crib" (Weigel2014). This is challenging. I know of very few colleges where it is done,
and even fewer where it is done well. It is a struggle, but a good one.
The second obstacle to receptive ecumenism
is false irenicism (Ut unum sint, III-79). Think of
this as being nice for the sake of building peace-

Graduate school tends to transform
professors into steely-eyed skeptics
who learn to see the world only
through the lens of their discipline.
ful relationships. Receptive ecumenism requires
honesty. It also requires charity, but charity without honesty is almost never helpful. If you want
someone to understand your point of view, you
must offer her first the gift of your honestly held
and charitably conveyed understanding of the
situation. And when she offers you hers back,
receive it charitably, leaving room for the next
conversation and the next, and so on. Caritas?
Sure. But Veritas too.
The problem of "ecumania" is the next
issue with which we must deal in our striving
to shape receptively ecumenical Christian colleges. There are some who, for good reasons,
are concerned that ecumenism is a kind of false
idol. They are rightly concerned that it is too
frequently watered down and easily mistaken
as an end unto itself rather than as the means
toward the God-centered beloved community it
is meant to be. Many who hold this view-while
they work tirelessly for a truly global church
and have plenty of dirt under their fingernails
laboring for social justice-are suspicious of
dialogue, diversity, and multiculturalism. These
Lent 2016
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and similar concepts are frequently included in
ecumenical conversation and counted by some
as golden calves that, while not intrinsically
wrong, are easily misused when separated from
the Gospel that provides ultimate meaning for
our lives. Indeed, some have said that modern
ecumenism is a fraud, a false principle "concealed beneath the mask of virtue" (Catholic
Apologetics). No less a thinker than Rusty Reno
(20 15) posits that:
All [diversity, dialogue, multiculturalism, etc.] are formal, procedural gestures.
They are designed to avoid substantive
moral and metaphysical questions. They
represent late modernity's desire to shape
the common good without any reference
to the nature of the human person, his
proper ends, or natural law.
In my view, Reno and his fellow travelers are
overly discouraged, as they seem to impute
nefarious intentions to things that can and do
serve the common good when they are properly understood as means rather than ends.
Should ecumenism be left behind because it is
sometimes misunderstood or misused? No.
We should simply try to do it better, conscious
of its challenges and honest about our own
shortcomings.

A Way Forward
Exhortations of this kind have their place.
But what of concrete advice? How can Christian
colleges become more receptively ecumenical?
How can Christian colleges serve as a balm to
our burned and bruised culture? How can they
shape their campuses as better places for every
person who has accepted the invitation to work
or study there?
We must first, I think, avoid the understandable temptation to withdraw. Some who serve
students in Christian colleges may feel tempted
in light of what they might think of as a world
run amok to simply put their heads down, ignore
the hubbub, and try to avoid engagement as a
way of maintaining their own sense of spiri10

The Cresset

tual completeness, to exercise what Rod Dreher
(2013) has called the "Benedict Option:' But
even Dreher concedes that withdrawal rarely
works. How are we to witness to each other and
our students if we are withdrawn from the world
or from each other? A receptive ecumenism and
radical forms of the Benedict Option are antithetical to each other.
It would be better to take the approach
advocated by James Davison Hunter (2010) by
remaining engaged as a kind of "faithful presence" to each other. Faithful presence is a way of
being with others. It doesn't preclude doing for
others, but it prioritizes the two in a way that can
be helpful to us as professors. Avoiding withdrawal may not sound like a profound step in
building a receptively ecumenical Christian college, but it is at least half the battle and maybe
more.
The second imperative for building receptively ecumenical Christian colleges is to move
beyond narrow notions of denominationalism
and the idea that our colleges privilege a particular kind of Christianity-another struggle.
I return to the definition of ecumenism-to a
common vocabulary-! offered earlier: a restoration of unity among all Christians.. . intended
to be both a process engaged in and a state of
being sought by persons and corporate bodies who
invoke the Triune God and confess Jesus Christ as
Lord and Savior. This encompasses a very wide
landscape and is true to Protestant, Orthodox,
and Catholic traditions.
Finally, proceeding with each other on a
receptively ecumenical path requires ongoing
internal conversion, one that impels us to act
with "all humility and meekness, with patience,
forbearing one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace"
(Ephesians 4:1-3). While we have to pursue our
mutual relationships and deal with inevitable
controversies with a spirit of realism and good
will, we should also acknowledge that there is a
hierarchy of truths ( Unitatis redintegratio, II -11 ),
and that we do best together when we major in
the majors, leaving the minors for another day;
we must focus, as Pope Francis encourages us,
"on the essentials, on what is most beautiful, most

grand, most appealing and at the same time most
necessary" (Evangelii gaudium, 1-III-35). We
are called to acknowledge with repentant hearts
"long-standing misgivings inherited from the
past, and mutual misunderstandings and prejudices. Complacency, indifference and insufficient
knowledge of one another often make this situation worse" ( Ut unum sint, 2). This will require
those who serve Christian colleges to struggle
together, but it is surely a good struggle.

"It's impossible;' said Pride. "It's risky;' said
Experience. "It's pointless;' said Reason. "Give it
a try;' whispered the Heart. t

Richard Ray is Provost of Hope College.
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Protestants, Catholics, and Christian-Muslim
Dialogue on the Church-Related Campus
Anthony Minnema

R

ECENT EVENTS AT LIBERTY UNIVERSITY

and Wheaton College have raised concerns
about Islamophobia at church-related colleges and universities. First, Liberty University's
President Jerry Falwell, Jr. encouraged students
to obtain concealed-carry permits after the San
Bernardino shootings, arguing that "if more
good people had concealed-carry permits, then
we could end those Muslims before they walk in,
and kill them:' Second, Wheaton College placed
Professor Larycia Hawkins on administrative
leave for comments on Facebook in which she
stated that Christians and Muslims worship the
same god. Although Wheaton initiated proceedings to terminate Hawkins' tenure for failing to
uphold the college's statement of faith, both parties have since come to a confidential agreement
that resulted in Hawkins's resignation from the
college
Both colleges have indicated that they hold no
antipathy toward Muslims, but these statements
come as cold comfort to Muslim anti-defamation
groups and professors at Christian colleges who
engage in interfaith dialogue or might wish to do
so. These events provoked accusations of intolerance against Liberty and Wheaton, but they
also hint at a larger problem at many Protestant
institutions, namely, an unwillingness to provide space for Christian-Muslim dialogue that
might mitigate the accusations. One might argue
that the situation is not the product of unwillingness, but of personnel, since many of these
colleges require faculty to adhere to a statement
of faith and cannot hire Muslims to participate
in such a dialogue. Yet the problem seems to go
12
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deeper, since there is also a lack of ChristianMuslim dialogue at many Protestant institutions
that do not require employees to affirm any
faith. Furthermore, Protestant colleges offer
little instruction on Islam, despite a wealth of
courses on Judaism. For all the rhetoric found
in mission statements regarding educating students for global engagement, many colleges in
the . Protestant tradition demonstrate a lack of
engagement with Islam inside and outside of the
classroom.
This is decidedly not the case in Catholic
higher education. Several Catholic universities
can boast centers for Christian-Muslim relations.
They have employed many scholars-Christian,
Muslim, and otherwise-to teach on Islam and
promote interfaith dialogue, for example: Thomas
Michel, SJ at Georgetown University, Fr. Sidney
Griffith at Catholic University of America, and
Amir Hussain at Loyola Marymount University,
the first Muslim editor of the Journal of the
American Academy of Religion. Several members of Muslim anti-defamation groups are on
the faculty of Catholic institutions, most notably,
John Esposito at Georgetown. What can account
for this phenomenon of Catholic engagement
and Protestant avoidance? The Catholic tradition
has a long history of engagement with Muslims
that informs a conscious decision to facilitate
dialogue. Moreover, over the last half-century
the magisterium has articulated a theology that
provides a mandate for dialogue. Protestants,
however, have little history of interaction with
Muslims that does not involve evangelism, and
they possess a range of theological positions that

complicate, if not obstruct, interfaith engagement on campus.
History

Itwouldbetemptingtojumpto Vatican II when
looking for the origins of Catholic-Muslim dialogue, but the reality is that this interaction began
much earlier. Indeed, it would be hard to overestimate the historical advantage that Catholicism
has over Protestantism in this regard; it can be
traced back more than a millennium. Although
the Middle Ages produced durable examples of
interreligious warfare, intellectual encounters
between Catholics and Muslims were often more
constructive than destructive. Religious houses
founded in the wake of conflicts throughout the
Mediterranean housed the first study-abroad
programs for scholars who were attracted to the
exotic learning of Arabs. The Arabic-to-Latin
translations these scholars produced of Aristotle
and his Arabic continuators were widely read in
European universities. The medieval Christian
engagement with Arab philosophy, especially
within the tradition of Scholasticism, shaped the
modern curriculum of Catholic higher education.
Without the translations and the intellectual challenges that Arabic philosophers presented, there
would be no Aquinas, whose writings are often
required reading for general education courses
at Catholic institutions. Though many medieval Catholic scholars stressed the conversion
of Muslims, a few, such as Nicholas of Cusa and
Juan de Segovia, encouraged and even engaged in
a form of interfaith dialogue that remains recognizable to us today.
Just as important as these intellectual precedents is the presence of Catholic scholars and
institutions in the Middle East and North Africa.
Catholic universities, research institutes, and
libraries in these regions can trace their lineage
to religious houses that have existed for centuries.
These connections had reciprocal effects. The
Vatican Library possessed Arabic manuscripts
since the fifteenth century and acquired them in
ever-increasing numbers after Pope Clement XI
( 1700-1721) charged scholars with finding books
from the East. By the time Catholic universi-

ties appeared in the United States, a network of
scholars and institutions existed that naturalized
engagement with the Islamic world and provided
the material, personnel, and commitment for
doing so. As a result, the last century has seen a
number of Catholic scholars, religious and lay,
who teach on Islam and facilitate interfaith dialogue on Catholic campuses.
By comparison, Protestants had to start from
scratch. By chance of geography, the European and
North American phenomenon of Protestantism
was largely cut off from the Muslim world. The
Protestant Republic of Letters, while strong in its
study of Hebrew arid Judaism, had few scholars
and institutions dedicated to the study of Arabic

The historical advantage that
Catholicism has over Protestantism
in Christian-Muslim dialogue can be
traced back more than a millennium.
or Islam. When Protestant colleges appeared in
the Middle East in the nineteenth century, they
were closely associated with missionary endeavors and plagued by an agenda that focused on
exporting Western values in the curriculum.
Several colleges survived to become universities
(e.g. American University in Cairo, American
University of Beirut, Bogaziyi University), but
each one lost its Protestant identity within a century. The short-lived and Western-centric nature
of these universities meant that they could offe~
little opportunity for engagement with I~lam
to the Protestant colleges of nineteenth- and
twentieth-century America. The handful of nonCatholic religious centers for Christian-Muslim
dialogue that exist in the UniteJ States today are
at graduate seminaries and are removed from
undergraduate education (Center for Faith and
Culture at Yale Divinity School, Macdonald
Center at Hartford Seminary, Center of ChristianMuslim Engagement at the Lutheran School of
Theology at Chicago, Center for Jewish, Christian,
and Islamic Studies at Chicago Theological
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Seminary). Moreover, although organizations
such as the National Council of Churches include
many Protestant denominations and are engaged
in interfaith dialogue, they are overwhelmingly
clerical in their membership and focus on dialogue between places of worship rather than on
campuses, Protestant or otherwise.
American Protestant academe has only
recently begun to address the question of how to
respond to Islam in the classroom and on campus. Attention to this matter has not arisen as
the result of either a sustained and systematic
effort of engagement or a desire for dialogue.
Rather, changing domestic demographics and
political affairs overseas have thrust the question upon them. (It is perhaps telling that the
Protestant theologian in America who is most
vocal in his arguments for Christian-Muslim dialogue-Miroslav Volf-is not an American, but a
Croatian.) By comparison, Catholic institutions
have a richer history upon which to draw. Yet
history alone does not explain the Catholic willingness to engage, nor the Protestant reticence.
The Catholic impulse to interfaith dialogue is
a clearly articulated doctrine and not simply a
product of circumstance.
Theology

The Catholic engagement with Islam has medieval roots, but the justification for such endeavors is
found in Nostra aetate and the encyclical Ecclesiam
suam, issued by Paul VI in 1965 and 1964, respectively. The former outlined the relationship between
Christianity and Islam and encouraged Christians
and Muslims to work to promote peace, social
justice, and mutual understanding (Nostra aetate,
3). The latter articulated a mandate for increased
dialogue with non-Christians as members of the
body of Christ. It noted that this activity was not
new, thanking scholars who already were carrying out research on and conversations with those
of other faiths (Ecclesiam suam, 31). One vehicle
for this dialogue was the creation of the Vatican
Secretariat for Non-Christians in 1964, renamed
in 1988 the Pontifical Council for Interreligious
Dialogue (PCID), which produced the rationale
for interfaith interaction and provided an example
14
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for Catholic institutions of higher learning to follow for fifty years.
Two documents published by the PCID
offer an articulation of the reasons for interfaith
dialogue to the Catholic Church. In May 1984,
the then-Secretariat issued "The Attitude of the
Church towards the Followers of Other Religions:'
It establishes dialogue as an essential mission of the
Church, exemplified by Christ, the early church,
and missionaries. As the incarnate word of God,
Christ nevertheless participated in dialogue and
often was silent, listened, and did not always convince his hearers. The Apostles and early Church
lived among non-Christians, witnessing to believers and non-believers alike in their communities
through word and deed. Curiously, the two examples of missionaries included, St. Francis of Assisi
and Charles de Foucauld, are both from the Islamic
world and both advocated living among Muslims
in the spirit of witness and brotherhood. In all
these cases, the document insists that dialogue
must preserve freedom of conscience and come
from a place of respect, rather than opportunism,
contention, or an overemphasis on conversion.
Instead, the experience of dialogue should project
and foster humility, as "[a] person discovers that
he does not possess the truth in a perfect and total
way but can walk together with others toward that
goal" (2.21). The only certainty that can be taken
into dialogue is that God loves his creation, Christ
has redeemed every man (whether or not they
accept this), and the Holy Spirit acts in consciences
as it wills.
The document indicates that dialogue is
incumbent on all disciples and identifies four
types. The dialogue of daily life is the sharing of
everyday experiences and serving non-believers as
one would serve fellow believers. The dialogue of
social action is working with members of another
faith for the benefit of one's community and the
world. The dialogue of religious experience occurs
when Christians and non-Christians share expressions of and methods for engaging the divine. This
dialogue enriches spiritual experiences through
the imparting of religious practices and promotes
understanding while presenting novel ways of
thinking about God despite theological differences.
Finally, the dialogue of experts seeks to compare

religious doctrines. Such dialogues occur between
specialists with the goal of comprehension and
appreciation of respective traditions. Although
conversion can be a goal of dialogue, the document reiterates the need to respect the consciences
of others and that conversion is a work of grace. It
emphasizes that dialogue is a goal in itself since it
edifies both Christian and non-Christian and produces opportunities to serve God and his children.
"Reflection
and
Another
document
Orientations on Interreligious Dialogue and the
Proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ" was
issued by the PCID in 1991 and clarifies the matter
of dialogue in relation to other practices. To illustrate the difference, the document provides more
examples of dialogue, namely, how the concerns of
Old Testament prophets extend beyond Israel and
when Christ acknowledges the goodness and faith
of Gentiles he encounters before they believe. The
magisterium attributes the concern of Christ and
the prophets for non-believers to a mystical unity of
truth and mankind. "Dialogue and Proclamation"
(Sec. 18) points to Vatican II's decree Ad gentes,
which argues that "whatever truth and grace are
to be found among the nations, as a sort of secret
presence of God, this activity frees from all taint
of evil and restores to Christ its Maker" (Ad gentes, 9). Invoking John Paul II's discussion on the
unity created by the incarnation regardless of religion (Redemptor hominis, 13), the document states
that this unity extends to all human beings, who
"are called to a common destiny, the fullness of life
in God" (28). When Christ enters into dialogue
with unbelievers, he is recognizing them as his
own without preconditions. Dialogue performed
by the Church's disciples takes on a sacramental
quality as the participants echo the unity of Christ
with his people both now and in the kingdom to
come. "Dialogue and Proclamation" encourages a
relational vision of truth when participating in diaIogue, arguing that "truth is not a thing we possess,
but a person by whom we must allow ourselves to
be possessed" (49). In this way, it is more important in dialogue to represent Christ well than to
insist upon the truth of one's beliefs.
Together with Nostra aetate, these documents
represent a portion of the PCID's efforts to demonstrate the Catholic mandate to engage with

other faiths since the 1960s. The PCID also publishes a bulletin, Pro dialogo, three times a year
and an edited volume of the theology of interreligious dialogue (Gioia 2006). As a result, the
last few decades have seen the creation of scholarly initiatives and centers for Christian-Muslim
dialogue on Catholic campuses. In 1964, Paul VI
moved the Pontifical Institute of Arab and Islamic
Studies from Tunis to Rome, where it began
to offer degrees in 1966. In 1974, he added the
Commission for Religious Relations with Muslims
to the PCID. In the United States, a variety of programs were started in the 1960s and 1970s that

Catholic colleges and universities
can draw on fifty years of
theological discussion regarding
the virtue of interfaith dialogue.
hosted interfaith engagements since their inception, with Christian-Muslim initiatives appearing
in the 1980s and 1990s. The US Conference of
Catholic Bishops' Secretariat for Ecumenical
and Interreligious Affairs has sponsored regional
meetings between Christian and Muslim religious
leaders since 1987. Formal Christian-Muslim dialogue centers at Catholic universities and colleges
have been founded at Georgetown University, the
University of St. Thomas, Merrimack College,
and Duquesne University. The ongoing concerns
regarding the future of Islam have encouraged an
ever-increasing number of conferences on dialogue at ecumenical centers on Catholic campuses.
While these matters certainly are discussed on
Protestant campuses, Catholic institutions recently
celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of Nostra aetate
and all the resources for Christian-Muslim dialogue that it produced.
Reasons for Protestant Avoidance

Catholic colleges and universities can draw
on more than a millennium of experience for
inspiration regarding Christian-Muslim engageLent 2016
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ment as well as fifty years of theological discussion
regarding the virtue of interfaith dialogue. The
relative absence of this history or theology in
Protestant traditions has complicated the development of Christian-Muslim dialogue on Protestant
campuses. Yet the diversity of Protestant denominations and their colleges makes it difficult to
say precisely why this lack of dialogue exists or
whether such dialogue is impossible or merely
delayed. Many Protestant educators might agree
with the doctrines set forth by Catholic leaders on
interfaith relations and wish to coopt them; others might object to any efforts to engage in such a
way with other faiths. The following are some provisional conclusions regarding the reasons behind
the Protestant aversion to interfaith dialogue, particularly with Islam.
Protestant versus Catholic Conceptions
of Truth: The requirement at some Christian
colleges that employees must adhere to a set of
doctrines points to a view held by Protestant traditions that truth is propositional. While Protestant
and Catholic colleges espouse a dedication to the
pursuit of truth, on many Protestant campuses the
truth of theological doctrines (e.g. a Triune God,
the divinity and salvific work of Christ, the validity
of scripture, a commitment to the Christian lifestyle, etc.) must also be upheld by every employee,
department, and activity, rather than be the purview of a theology department, chapel, or spiritual
affairs office. To dedicate resources and space to
adherents of other religions that contradict these
doctrines could seem to undermine the Christian
mission of the institution. Furthermore, the relational nature of truth in the Catholic tradition that
makes dialogue possible and spiritually beneficial
would make some Protestants uncomfortable. The
notion in "Dialogue and Proclamation'' that truth
is a person rather than a possession would seem
inimical to a comprehensive statement of faith or,
more importantly, its enforcement. Also, the view
in Ad gentes that other religious traditions participate in truth or that there is a spiritual unity
to mankind could appear to deny the importance
of evangelism or smack of relativism. Although
the Protestant propositional vision of truth pertains mainly to colleges requiring faculty to affirm
a faith statement, this sentiment could be pres16
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ent at Protestant colleges that do not have such a
requirement.
The Absence of Central Authority: Many
Catholics agree with the arguments for dialogue
provided by the magisterium; others may not be
convinced but support it nonetheless because it is
Church policy. In this way, Catholic universities
can dedicate space for interfaith dialogue, regardless of practical concerns, because dialogue is an
essential mission. These initiatives arguably have
paid off since Catholic institutions have avoided
charges of intolerance and increasing numbers of
students from other religions enroll in Catholic
institutions. Protestant traditions have no equivalent authority that can provide the rationale and
impetus for dialogue. The majority of Protestants
colleges have yet to be convinced that interfaith
dialogue makes theological or practical sense on
campus. The competing voices of theologians
such as Stanley Hauerwas ("The End of 'Religious
Pluralism:" 2007) and Miroslav Volf (Allah: A
Christian Response, 2011; A Common Word,
2009) indicate that the debate is hardly divided
between more and less educated Protestants. Some
Protestant educators might see interfaith dialogue
as a way to make good on a college's claim to prepare students for global engagement. However, in a
time of budgetary concerns at colleges nationwide,
any commitment of resources must produce more
students or donor contributions. This is a particular
problem for Protestant institutions, since any commitment that appears to compromise the Christian
character of the college could produce a downturn
in both. The magisterium provides a unified outlook on dialogue and the motivation for doing so
even when interfaith engagement does not produce
tangible benefits to a sponsoring college.
Protestantism and Civil Religion: Neither
Protestant and Catholic colleges have been
immune to the merger of conservative politics
and American Christianity in the last few decades.
As a result, these institutions are more likely to
emphasize the study of Christianity and Western
Civilization that fostered it than their nonsectarian
counterparts. Wars in predominantly Muslim
countries, Islamic terrorism, and concern over the
assimilation of Muslims fuel the notion of a fundamental clash of civilizations. Rigorous teaching on

and engagement with Islam at a church-related college could be perceived by conservative students,
alumni, and pundits as a betrayal of American
and Christian values. While Catholic colleges
are not exempt from these sentiments, American
Catholicism possesses qualities that resist nationalism and civil religion, namely, the international
nature of Catholicism and a commitment to intercultural and interfaith dialogue.
College as Extension of the Church: Many
Protestant colleges retain an affiliation with a
denomination that supplies monetary support and
a significant portion of students. Many denominations see their colleges as a ministry that serves
its constituents' educational needs. These colleges
maintain a certain percentage of faculty, administrators, and trustees who are members of the
denomination so that the institution can provide
an approach to learning that reflects the denomination's charisms. For this reason, many students and
parents expect that the activities of the denomination's colleges broadly reflect what goes on at the
denomination's churches. When a college's activities do not appear to do so, students and parents
might raise questions about whether the college
is an essential expression of the denomination or
is merely sponsored by it. Most Catholic colleges
do not view themselves exclusively as educational
ministries for and composed of Catholics. Instead,
these institutions function as part of a larger ministry that reflects the Church's concern for the wider
world. Just as interfaith dialogue can be justified
as a means of promoting peace and the discussion
of truth, Catholic colleges and universities serve a
broader goal of bringing the benefits of education
to Catholics and non-Catholics alike. Conversely,
many Protestant colleges must fulfill their denominational obligations and demonstrate a Christian
commitment before they address the concerns of
how they will respond to the broader world.
Again, Protestantism's diversity makes it difficult to predict the future of Christian-Muslim
dialogue on Protestant campuses. There are a
growing number of ecumenical conferences at
Protestant colleges, such as the September 2015
conference at Gordon College, "Islam in the
Classroom:' Moreover, less than a week after
Falwell's comments at Liberty, the president of

Eastern Mennonite University pledged to invite
Muslim and Christian leaders to discuss religious
intolerance and promote non-violence. However,
it remains to be seen whether these developments
will produce sustained efforts toward ChristianMuslim dialogue on Protestant campuses, let
alone a center for Christian-Muslim dialogue.
What is certain is that Catholic colleges and universities have reaped the benefits of a theology of
dialogue, particularly in avoiding the accusations
of Islamophobia that recently plagued Liberty and
Wheaton. In light of this, Protestant colleges and
universities might soon have to choose between
the lesser of two evils: be silent on interfaith dialogue and risk indictments of bigotry or make an
effort at dialogue with Muslims and risk some of
the faithful's ire. ·~
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the Arts at Valparaiso University.
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REPAIRING HOMES IN NEW ORLEANS: JULY 2009

iI
I

In the middle of the living room,
Patience sits on her bed, water lines
a memory above her, rising
up the banister. The idea
of that much water in such a small
space makes my hands shake as I bring
the paintbrush up against the wall.

l
II

Patience sits me beside her to tell stories
about monsters that will eat your eyesshe isn't afraid of them the way
other girls might be-her eyes light up
like a Heaven's Gate follower,
awaiting her moment of transcendence.
Patience says she has no daddy,
holding her Barbie doll above her head
like a weapon, the body sickly
plastic white. I try to tell her the story
of Noah but there isn't enough blood
for her, she's seen her own floodsand what can it mean to her,
that a dove found that olive branch?
All around her, the water remains:
stagnant and grey.

I'

l

II

I'
I'
II
i!

I
I
I

I

i
i

:I

And as we drive back to the church
that night, I think about all the things
I meant to tell her, that I need to tell herabout the Father who promised never again
to deluge the whole world at once,
who doesn't come and go but watches
from a place we cannot see, desiring
that someone might look up long enough
to catch a glimpse of His hem, flickering
against the sky like a bird that is remembered
for those startling, spectacular wings.
I

Meg Eden
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Broken Bell
Some Thoughts on Parenting and Poetry
Kjerstin Anne Kauffman

I

HAVE THREE YOUNG CHILDREN. FOR ME, THE

question "why write?" carries urgency. Why
spend precious hours and strenuous mental effort over imperfect poems while battling
hormones, leaking breast milk, and desperately
in need of sleep? On the other hand, why have
another child, and then another, when the timing
might not be convenient, when, given the drive to
write, there would be more solitude, more time for
thought without them?
The urge to mother and the urge to write
poems coexist in me. There are philosophical reasons for doing both, to be sure: I act according to
my own set of premises about sexuality, creativity,
and the good life. More than that, though, these
urges are fundamentally connected for me, each
dealing with the mystery of life at its source, each
making me vulnerable to the suffering of others,
and each exposing me to my own moral contradiction, which is a form of pain.
There is a poem by Anne Bradstreet I
am fond of, a meditation called plainly "In
Reference to Her Children;' a seventeenth-century
puritan's articulation of an empty nester's pain.
She writes,
My age I will not once lament
But sing, my time is so near spent,
And from the top bough take my flight
Into a country beyond sight
Where old ones instantly grow young
And there with seraphims set song.
There is much compressed emotion here: sorrow,
resolve, and hope, as the speaker thinks about her

children's departure from her home and her own
approaching death. The poet confronts her mortality metaphorically, but also frankly. She will
take her flight, by choice as well as by necessity.
And she chooses to sing.
I have, in the past, found it baffling that I am
so drawn to this poem when I haven't yet experienced the empty-nest phase of life, but that is
what a good poet can do. Bradstreet is touching on something so essential to parenthood, so
essential to life, that it doesn't require solidarity with her experience to be moved. And poetry
and parenting have both taught me, as they taught
Bradstreet, to live feelingly in the shadow of death,
and sing.
"I saw a pregnant woman;' Rilke writes in his
semi-autobiographical Notebooks of Malte Laurids
Brigge. "She pushed herself heavily along beside
a high warm wall, sometimes touching it as if to
make sure it was still there. Yes, it was still there.
And behind the wall?"
Poetry expresses an encounter with mystery,
and it is a great mystery that as soon as a child is
conceived, he or she is open to the possibility of
death. Rilke's "wall" is not only the barrier between
the mother and child represented by the mother's
own body, but the barrier between existence and
nonexistence, between life and death.
In giving birth, I was able to feel in my body
that birth and death are conjoined. I was aware,
with more clarity than ever before, that I couldand would-die. I also felt that something beyond
me pulled me through the experience; that I was
given superhuman strength; and that even after
that particular moment of strength subsided, I
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would be left with a continuing awareness of my
own positive potential. I knew that I would not
be easy to extinguish. Profound and undiscovered
stores of resilience and tenacity remained in me.
I could participate in existence as a life-giver, as
a creative force, even in the face of total annihilation. I experienced death (or the shadow of death)
as labor, and I found that I could succumb to the
limits of my being passively, or I could accept
them actively: that I could be receptive to the possibility of death, but could also do the work of the
experience of it, and that the latter would be infinitely better.

We bring our children into a
world where there are moral
dangers, and where it can become
clear in an instant that we do not
know what we thought we did.
It was after this experience of giving birth that

I recognized in Bradstreet's poem not just her pain
but her spirit of resolve. Again, she will sing and
take her flight. She has the power to affirm these
acts, even in inevitable circumstance.
Sorrow is the poet's field, and most poets
admit that they think about death all the time,
and that it feels immanent to them. Yet that same
sense of loss-of terror, even-is a poet's gift; it is
what he or she turns into affirmation in a world of
language, though often in strange and paradoxical
ways.
Harold Bloom writes of poetry's origin in
pain:
Ever since I was a small boy, I have judged
poems on the basis of just how memorable they immediately seemed. It is
distressing to reflect that what seemed
inevitable phrasing to me (and still does)
was the result of inescapable pain, rather
than of what it seemed to be, bewildering
pleasure. Strong poetry is difficult, and
20
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its memorability is the consequence of a
difficult pleasure, and a difficult enough
pleasure is a kind of pain. ( 135-6)
In the mind of a mother, pain is related to terror,
and terror tends to take a particular form. It is a
physically painful experience to give birth, but
that pain pales in comparison to the threats of the
world you give your babies to.
Alice McDermott describes this memorably
in her novel Someone, when the narrator reflects
on her work at an undertaker's as a young woman:
I never considered until I got to Fagin's
the variety of missteps that might take
a child from the world: burst appendix,
whooping cough, consumption, pneumonia, lead poisoning, the infection
from a dog bite once (an angel, Mr. Fagin
had said, of the little girl), and accidents,
accidents, accidents. Run over, drowned,
electrocuted by a table fan; one lanky boy
had tried to leap between rooftops and fell
instead into the lightless areaway-even
in his coffin you could see how new his
body had been to him. ( 111)
Later, the same speaker uses the metaphor of a
beast to describe the child's external world:
I was a mother now and all the terrible
things that could maul a child, snatch him
from the world, had bared their teeth and
trained their yellow eyes on me. ( 188)
There is another kind of terror implicit in parenting, one which reaches deeper and is more difficult
to express. This is a terror involving one's spirituality, recognizing that one is responsible, not just for
someone's physical creation, but for their soul. We
bring our children into a world where there are
moral dangers, and where it can become clear in
an instant that we do not know what we thought
we did. The strongest moral convictions are open
to reevaluation in light of the love one feels for
one's child.
Joseph Brodsky writes, in an essay on Frost,
that "terror has to do with anticipation, with man's

recognition of his own negative potential-with
his sense of what he is capable of" (7). It is not just
the fact that your child could get hurt that frightens, but that fact that you could hurt your child.
Not physically, perhaps, though that possibility
remains, but existentially. Your own inadequate
answers to the great questions of the universe are
thrown up in your face.
This is in part what John Berryman expresses
in his brief, poignant "A Sympathy, A Welcome:"
Feel for your bad fall how could I fail,
Poor Paul, who had it so good.
I can offer you only: this world like a knife.
Yet you'll get to know your mother
And, humorless as you look, you will laugh
And all the others
Will NOT be fierce to you, and loverhood
Will swing your soul like a broken bell
Deep in a forsaken wood, poor Paul,
Whose wild bad father loves you well.
There is a different kind of affection here than
we see in Bradstreet's work, a greater degree of
separation between the parent and child. "Your
bad fall" seems particularly male to me, an outsider's perspective on childbirth, and one which
romanticizes pregnancy-or is it the state of preexistence that is, by implication, "good"? But there
is protectiveness here, too, a sense of resolve.
To say "loverhood" instead of "love" makes the
image of the swinging bell a vocation, an identity, even-and one perhaps in opposition to
"fatherhood"-more than a mere feeling. And
yet what bleak isolation is contained in the metaphor. The newborn's soul is a "broken bell I Deep
in a forsaken wood:' One senses that Berryman
is projecting himself here, and that it is the
poet who is clanging and forsaken, as much as the
boy.
What is striking, however, is Berryman's
choice to end on the word "well:' Even a broken
bell, a soul whose music is crooked and strange,
can love, and be loved well. The poem encapsulates the poet's urge, as Yeats says, to "articulate
sweet sounds together:' It also sings with the poet's
uncertainty and resolve, his deep and contradictory convictions that this world is full of strong,

good feeling-and is a terrible, isolating, and violent place in which to stake a weak existence.
Like many, I am familiar with inner conflict, and find it simultaneously the most fruitful
impetus and the most troubling aspect of writing.
There have been many times when I have tried to
write a poem of affirmation-by which I mean a
poem that primarily articulates a feeling of celebration or happiness-only to have it "go bad" and
articulate something that scares me. A love poem
threatens the dissolution of the relationship, or the
end of love. A poem about birth becomes a poem
about death. Again and again, I finish a poem and
find that it can't escape the terms of annihilation,
dissolution, and despair, which are at odds with
my experience of life as good. How can I make my
peace with this?
This is deeply related to bringing children
into a world of suffering. As I write, the partly
decomposed bodies of seventy-one Syrian refugees have been found in a truck parked alongside
an Austrian highway. The ancient city of Palmyra
has been ruined as unspeakably brutal destruction
continues in the Middle East. Closer to home, a
twenty-five-year-old acquaintance of ours has
been killed suddenly in a motorcycling accident.
Longer ago, but just as haunting to me, a close
friend suffered a late and devastating miscarriage
in the same year her brother was killed in a plane
crash. And a cousin woke up one morning to find
that her eleven-month-old daughter had inexplicably died in her sleep.
What have I done, bringing life into a world
like this? And what could I possibly say, closed
behind the doors of my room, shutting out even
my children for a few moments of solitude, that
could make it any better? Even if my words were
as sweet as angels: sorrow would cover the world.
I cling to insights like those of Ellen Bryant
Voigt, who, in her 2009 Hopwood Lecture, spoke
of "the excess and even contradictory meaning of
the world:' What a good poem contains, she writes,
is irony, not the irony of sarcasm, but empirical
irony: a vision that "discovers the paradoxical
doubling uncovered within the evidence collected
from the world, reinforced by the evidence of the
poem:' A poem can offer layers of paradox, not
because the poet is playing intellectual games, but
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because the poet actually perceives, is stricken by,
and is struggling with contradictory experience,
or contradictory desires. Not only that, but the
poem itself-the writing of it, and the world it creates-is part of the paradox.
The "death" a poet faces in writing a poem
is a death of certainty. Unless the poet is facing
a genuine conundrum, the poem rings hollow. It
becomes a "clanging cymbal:' No amount of artifice can make up for false antithesis.
And yet love itself is just such a conundrum.
Love for God, love for creation, love for one particular person above all others, and especially,
as I have felt these last six years, love for a child.
How can I carry a child which is and is not me?
How could I possibly have the capacity to nurture
a human soul while also containing the potential to destroy one? How can I, as I asked above,
expose my child to a world of pain? More than
anything else, I have been grateful to be a student writing poetry while struggling through the
vastness of love which is so great it is almost selfannihilating.
There is profound comfort in facing up to
paradox in the world of a poem. Yes, I am at odds

with myself, and yes, two incongruous things
about lived reality both appear to be true. Yes, I
love my children, and yes, I have endangered them
just by giving them life. Yes, the world is good, and
yes, the world is broken. Even as it encompasses
the terms of anger and despair, a poem can say
yes, yes, yes. Life matters.
Having and raising children, reading and writing poems-there is little time for either, world as
it is. And given the former, the latter must always
be set aside for the immediate needs of a person.
For the invasion of a human face. I set aside poems
more often than I take them up these days. But I
do take them back up, again and again. And it is
time well spent. ;-

Kjerstin Anne Kauffman holds an MFA from
The Writing Seminars at Johns Hopkins
University. Her poetry appears in Gulf Coast,
32 Poems, Unsplendid, and elsewhere.
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U2, the Paris Terrorist Attacks, and the Power
of Grownup Rock and Roll
Christian Scharen

H

IN MY MIDDLE AGE, I
don't want the angst of teenage rock and
roll. The unholy trio of sex, drugs, and
rock and roll hold little appeal. I have felt this
way for a long while, even though I am only now
hitting midlife. My own spirituality and politics
have grown up too. While in my college years, I
railed against the injustices of the world, I now
am as likely to weep as shout, to seek coalitions
and compromise as push my version of utopia.
When I first met the Irish rock band U2, I was in
my youthful idealism, shouting prophetic judgment at the government, the Church, anyone in
charge of what I was coming to see as a world
full of troubles. I met U2 when they were in the
same phase: angry about war, about the church's
hypocrisy, about government exploitation of the
poor, vulnerable, and powerless.
And while it is not much commented upon,
one of the most compelling reasons to stick with
the much-maligned, now over fifty-year-old lads
from Dublin is the fact that they have perfected
grownup rock and roll, with grownup spirituality
and politics integrated into their pop art. This is,
of course, a subjective judgment, but what I have
in mind has something to do with a trajectory of
vocational formation in the life of faith. It starts
in youthful play, and through play, finds a passion to pursue. This is where many rock bands
stall; the joke about endlessly prolonged adolescence seems appropriate, but beyond the passion,
usually with a wise elder to help with discernment, the passion can turn to a purpose, meeting
God where God is already at work for mercy and
justice in the world.
Channeling this grownup wisdom, U2's most
recent work is a rock-and-roll show pitched-as
is their latest album-to tell the story of a journey
from innocence to experience. The album and
ERE IS THE TRUTH.

show return to their post-punk musical roots in
Ireland and to the social context of The Troubles,
a veiled reference to the long-violent clashes
between the Irish and the British. At the heart
of the album and the show is a song, "Raised by
Wolves;' which recalls a terrible bombing on the
streets of Dublin when Bono was just fourteen.
Yet the loss of innocence does not lead to loss
of hope. On the contrary, by their accounting, it
gives birth to a steely-eyed insistence on peace
and justice, and learning that compromise is a
friend, not an enemy.
When U2's November 14 "iNNOCENCE+
eXPERIENCE: Live from Paris" HBO concert
special was canceled because of the Paris terrorist attacks the day prior, Bono said the most
important thing they could do in response was
to return as soon as possible to play the show.
Less than a month later, they did. Having seen
U2's tour on a summer night at Madison Square
Garden, I knew the rescheduled December 6
and 7 post-terrorist attack show in Paris would
be powerful. News reports about the concert
abound, and many full-length videos of concerts
from the tour are on You Tube. Rather than simply
repeat that here, I want to reflect on U2's calling
as grownup artists, artists with a vocation to put
on a meaningful and ultimately healing liturgy in
the heart of cities worldwide. In doing this, I will
touch on three aspects of the band's maturity at
this stage in their career: their art, their faith, and
their politics, and how this opened the door to a
powerfully cathartic night for Paris and a watching world.

Grownup Art
The album and tour derives its frame from
Songs of Innocence and Experience, an illustrated
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collection of poems by William Blake published
in 1789. The poems draw on Romanticism's ideals of an innocent childhood impinged upon by
a fallen world and its corrupt institutions. Their
current album, Songs of Innocence, revisits the
band members' childhood influences, whereas
an as yet unreleased follow-up album, Songs of
Experience, presumably will engage their world
now. With a creative team who have worked with
U2 for decades (old friends Willie Williams and

of the songs scattered across eight prior albums).
Compare this to your run-of-the-mill over fifties
rockers who haven't had a hit song in decades and
just keep doing "jukebox tours;' playing crowd
favorites. That doesn't mean U2 won't play the
crowd favorites, however. In closing with their
smash hit "One" on their last night in Paris, Bono
only sang the first phrase, "Is it getting better;'
and held the microphone out to the audience,
who joined in tentatively, but warmed to the task
by the chorus. With a slight bow, and a gesture
of his hand to continue, the audience belted out
the second verse as well. Then the band joined in
with a particularly funky groove and Bono sang
the song, but he regularly stepped back again to
let the sing-a-long of thousands have its moment.
Grownup Faith

Gavin Friday) along with new partners Stufish
Entertainment Architects, U2 created what
amounts to a performance art piece about their
youth and the experiences that shaped them.
The performance art is a stunning mix of vision,
wisdom, and cutting-edge technical abilities
that pull off the narrative thread of the show. U2
does not see their art as music as much as ideas
engaging audiences through an experience that
is healing and transformative. The imaginative
use of the LED wall running down the middle of
the space is key, helping visually tell the story as
they go along.
Of course, all the technology only helps to
showcase their new music. They don't merely rest
on their "greatest hits" but keep trying to explore
new ground with their music, as this ambitious
album and tour demonstrate. They drew the
most songs in the setlist from their new album
(in Paris, six from their new album, and the rest
24
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U2 have always possessed a deep religiosity
(Scharen 2006). While the four members of the
band are not in the same place with regards to
faith, they are all very influenced by and engaged
in the Christian faith. Early on in their life
together, it was more of a struggle (how hidden,
how explicit, should our faith be? what will people say?) but now they seem at home with it and
let it inform their show in so many ways. Here
is an example. Near the end of the first set, the
"innocence" section of the show which looks back
on the band's youth, drummer Larry Mullen, Jr.
marches out into the middle of the arena with
just a marching snare drum, tapping out the
somber rhythm to begin their classic lament
"Sunday Bloody Sunday." The song recalls Bloody
Sunday, a 1972 massacre in Derry, Northern
Ireland, when British soldiers shot twenty-six
unarmed civilians during a protest march. As
the song fades, a blue car appears on the huge
overhead screen while a news report comes on
the PA and a loud sound of a bomb goes off followed by breaking glass and the whole arena
going dark. In the dark, they play the chords of
a new song, "Raised By Wolves;' about a bombing on Bono's street when he was fourteen. In the
song, Bono laments the people who died, and the
way terrorists put ideas before people, leading to
the powerful words of the song's chorus, "I don't

believe anymore." It is not a rejection of faith, but
a rejection of ideology, and of the hatred of"them"
so typical of such violence. Toward the end of the
song, the faces of those who were killed show
up on the screen, and as Bono walks out toward
the "experience" stage, he recites Psalm 23, "Yea,
though I walk through the valley of the shadows,
I fear no evil, thy rod and thy staff will comfort
me:' And then, with increasing desperation, he
cries, "Comfort me! Comfort me!" It is the clas-

by Johnny Cash. Then, as the pulsing drums and
soaring guitar of their single "Invisible" begins,
the Berlin Wall starts to dissolve, revealing the
band members playing inside the screen. The
yellow wall finally turns off completely, leaving
clarity and transparency, and as the lights come
up, each side of the arena to see not only the band
but also each other. Bono sings the chorus of the
song: "there is no them, there's only us:' This took
on a remarkable power later in the concert with

sic pattern of biblical lament, claiming how God
acts, and then crying out to God to do just that.

regard not only to Syrian migrants, but also as
a not -so-subtle argument against the temptation
to demonize Islam because of the ISIS-inspired
attacks in Paris.
The political agenda of the concert deepens
as the band plays a simple voice and piano version of the title track from their second album,
1981's October. As Bono sings "October, and
kingdoms rise, and kingdoms fall;' photos of
completely bombed out cities in Syria pan across
the screen. The quiet of this song crashes into
the screaming guitar of "Bullet the Blue Sky"
which sees Bono picking up a megaphone to
sing through. Pictures of troops with riot gear
and guns-presumably a European mobilization
to keep out refugees fleeing from Syria-appear
on the screen, as he sings the apt lyric, "the face
of fear, running scared in the valley below:' Not
long after this, in a transition between songs,
Bono paces on the stage saying, as if directly

U2 and Grownup Politics

Earlier in their career, U2 inadvertently fell
into the polarizing dynamic of us versus them,
pointing fingers at those in power for supporting
injustice and oppression. Now their politics grow
out of a healthy sense of self-critique and how
hard it is to undo the logic of us versus them,
a dynamic that can lead to violence no matter
which side wields it. One beautiful enactment
of this political tension happens when the huge
screen becomes the Berlin Wall separating the
arena into "Us" and "Them" at the transition from
innocence and experience (functionally, between
the first set and the second set). The interlude is
sometimes accompanied by "The Wanderer;' the
final track from their 1993 album Zooropa sung
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to the terrorists who attacked Paris, "What do
you want? Do you want us to be afraid? To turn
away from our neighbors? You will not have our
hatred. You will not have our hatred. We choose
love over fear! Love over fear!" and then, to put
the "no us and them" argument in other terms,
he quotes a favorite aphorism from German
Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, turning it into
a prayer: "My prayer, our prayer, that we refuse to
become a monster in order to defeat a monster,
that we choose love over fear" (Beyond Good and
Evil, Aphorism 146).
As if to push this logic to its limit, as the band
turn to their final song, "One:' Bono asks the
audience to imagine peacemakers in war-torn
places, those people who live with this shocking violence daily, and, he says, "even, it may be
hard, but can we even think of the families of the
terrorists who have lost their loved ones to an
ideology that is a perversion of the beautiful religion of Islam. Islam, which if I'm not mistaken
means surrender, surrender to God, which is
what I wish to do tonight:'
Finally, then, to wrap up the concert, and to
put a jubilant point on his vision of rock and roll
as joyful defiance of the forces of violence and
terror, Bono says, "Now, there's nothing left but
to introduce you to our brothers, our fellow trou26
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badours, some people who were robbed of their
stage three weeks ago, and we'd like to offer them
ours. Would you welcome the Eagles of Death
Metal." And together, U2 and the band during
whose November 13 Paris concert ninety people
were killed rip into Patti Smith's "People Have the
Power:' "The people have the power to redeem
the work of fools:'
The lyric edges up to the dreaded us and
them politics, but in the end, the effervescent
moment has the arms-wide-open, caution-tothe-wind air of a politics of inclusion, of, ifi may
say it, healing and redemption. ~

Christian Scharen is Vice President for
Applied Research at Auburn Seminary,
New York.
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IN FLANNERY O'CONNOR'S HOUSE
You're struck first by the dailiness of everything,
a tour guide settling guests into their chairs,
waxing on the "recently opened up double parlor"
bright with sea foam, molding gilt "as in her day:'
There's the dining room with its solid bookcase
(The Rosary Reader, Fairy Babies), the very ordinary
kitchen and its 1930s range, egg beaters,
flour sifters, funnels that might as well be from
an estate sale, a thrift shop. Then the narrow
back porch, and beyond that the last light falling
without words on the garden, its benches
shaded and its stone saint still unperturbed,
standing in the center as if to say Lent
with its crushing sadness will soon be over, as if
dispensing through the traffic sounds, the chatter
in the front room, a grace that escapes us, yet
remains just the same, waiting patiently
and with some amusement for us to awaken.

I

I

I

Diane Scholl
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Intricate Salvation
Dave Harrity's These Intricacies
Brad Fruhauff

T

HE TITLE OF DAVE HARRITY's NEW BOOK

initially reminded me of another book of
poems in Cascade's Poiema Series: Julie
L. Moore's Particular Scandals (2013). Both
titles suggest an attention to particularity or the
details of material life, and both books deliver
on their titles' promises in their authors' distinct voices, suggesting and demonstrating the
very plenitude of particularity. For my money, the
Poiema series has been
a welcome contribution
to the Protestant turn to
the physical of the last
decade or so. Particularity
should scandalize us.
Intricacies should interest us. As humans but also
as Christians: if Christ is
just a hero-figure cobbled
together from other faiths,
then he is interesting
and perhaps poetic, but
he is no more powerful
than Harry Potter. If he is the creator God who
showed up in an obscure corner of the world
as a homeless laborer and, in dying, created
a pathway to eternal life with the Father, well,
then, he is both a big deal and a big problem. An
incarnate Christ means we can't just imagine the
world the way we want it; we have to be responsive to the way it is.
Harrity's first book, Making Manifest (2013),
lays out his theory of the imagination and poetry
in workbook form. That is, he takes the reader
through concrete practices of observation and
writing designed to connect the mind to the
world. These Intricacies reads like the poetic version of this project.

Criticism itself moves between the particularity of a voice and a larger or more general
context comprised of similar works against
which that voice stands out (one hopes). Put
Harrity up against a Julie L. Moore and he will
sound more cerebral (which is not the same as
"more intellectual") and workmanlike, but put
him up against much of the work in, say, Best
American Poetry and he
will sound more intimate
THESE INTRICACIES
and earnest, more personal. His method is to
Dave Ha rri ty
watch the world closely,
Cascade Books,
but he is an inveterate
2015
thinker, a Socrates wondering "about the shadows
made by fire, I dancing on
$11.00
the dark walls of a cave:'
61 pages
He follows thought to its
vanishing point in ignorance but remains unable
Reviewed by
not to think just as he is
Bra d Fruha uff
unable not to believe.
One could say of many
of the Poiema authors that they are more intimate,
earnest, and personal than much contemporary
poetry (which is one reason why this collection
suits the series), but placing Harrity on this ad
hoc spectrum between Moore and BAP also
helps situate the way these poems engage with
Christian faith . The Poiema line features poets
"who take Christian faith seriously;' whereas Best
American Poetry has no presumption of any faith;
in fact, they are as likely to see faith as something
that only people from another time or culture
can really hold authentically (To be clear, the
choice of BAP to stand for contemporary poetry
is somewhat arbitrary and only meant to serve
as a general guidepost rather than any specific
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commentary about the series). So while Moore
wrestles less with faith itself than with understanding the world in light of God's promises,
and the BAP poets struggle to find something
worth believing in, Harrity in These Intricacies
circles the center of faith looking for a way in.
He believes, but he needs help with his unbelief; or rather, he has a theory of how to get to a
stronger faith, and this book charts some of that
journey. ·
We can take the two opening poems,
"Naming the Stars" and "In January" as something like blueprints for the inquiry. The first
opens, "To know that there is room enough
for dusk in the body I step out in open air and
breathe." That is, to know that the body is not the
physical limit it sometimes feels, move it into the
world. Doing so won't guarantee epiphany, but
in the dialogue between the body's movement
and the poet's words he hopes at least to find
contact with something true, if broken: "There's
a word to say for each imperfection we possess."
In the second poem, his hope in language
becomes almost obsessive, repeating words three
times in only seventeen lines. Speaking perhaps
to his wife, he remarks that there "are words I
seem to only say with you;' and contrasts them
to his own prayers (words of love? adoration?
devotion? trust?) and to "the words you use to
talk to God." If he can't find shining words for
his prayers, he considers it may be enough "to
have good words I to say to you when I come
home;' though even here he feels his inadequacy.
But just as stepping into the open air expands
his body, so speaking itself expands his soul. To
speak presumes not just the intention to communicate but the belief that it is possible to connect
with an audience. Thus when he says "what finds
its way to voice I with us hopes for more than ...
the ceaseless, steady thaw of my belief;' it is possible to read the ambivalent "more than" as both
"more than my thawing belief hopes" as well as
"for more faith than in my currently icy belief'
The centerpiece of the collection consists of
the nine-part prayer cycle, "Novena;' which contains some of Harrity's most direct and rawest
language of faith. The short, spare verses alternate between intellectual angst and richly visual

praise and petition, thus demarcating the horizon of the speaker's faith. Consider the tortured
logic of the lines:
Having faith is hard
when every part of you
drowns in the water
of one freighted word: believe.
It reads at first as if the poet, speaking in second

person, is confessing to drowning in the word
believe, as many of us have for probably a handful of similar reasons. But the poem goes on in

To speak presumes not just the
intention to communicate but
the belief that it is possible to
connect with an audience.
the first person, which recasts the "you" as God.
How does God drown in belief? Perhaps because
of the paucity of our intentions. Perhaps because
of the failure of our words. Yet later in the
cycle he sings, "Let my voice grow into prayer
I with my face against the soil" and later still he
announces confidently:
... You should know that I will learn
to find you, that I'm gathering
your images together, all the scattered pieces
of your face ...
It is perhaps the most praiseworthy moment in

his faith as expressed in these poems, the lover's
promise to pursue the beloved, to quest after the
best things.
I am always interested in poetic expressions
of faith, but I do not wish to neglect Harrity's
interest in matters of family, personal history, our
social fabric, and the violence both "out there"
and within. In his search for the right words he
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considers his father, his father's father, a man
showing his son how to clean a gun, a childhood
memory of a carnival and a crush, and even a trip
to a gun shop. These do not all serve to help form
identity so much as to become modes of entry
into reflection on the real. A trip next door for
some baking flour leads him to reflect on what he
does and doesn't know about his neighbors: the
rumors, the suppositions, and what might be the
reality of their daily desiring and surviving.
Harrity is also full of little gnomic sayings
like, "the day may be beginning I where belief
will end" or "You can't escape your blood I or all
the sins that flow from it:' Often, he offers them
ambivalently; they come from a place of authoritative experience and yet he presents them
warily, as if for our approval. "Contemplating
the Egg" begins, "If it's blamelessness you want,
stay in bed;' a statement most of us could readily assent to, but its corollary in the next line,
"At the moment you crack an egg you've sinned"
strikes me as melodramatic and reminds me that
the whole poem is something of an experiment
in a form of natural theology more typical of the
Middle Ages than of the present. Whether or not
Harrity intends the melodrama of the second
line, he clearly signals the poem's irony when,
by poem's end, after considering the thoughtless
ways we destroy while blithely presuming our
own invulnerability, the speaker breaks open the
egg to prepare his breakfast. Vehicle (the egg)
and tenor (something like total depravity) dally
with one another briefly and part ways, so that
the egg remains an egg and good to eat, but the
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speaker is guilty whether he breaks it or notbecause, having risen from bed, he has already
broken it.
In the interests of transparency, I will admit
to being friends with Dave, so of course I am
going to read his book with more charity than
I might a stranger's. But I can feel comfortable
recommending the book as an honest and creative engagement with the world through the
lens of faith. Even as his friend, I found some of
his gnomic tidbits a little ponderous, and some
of the attempts at ponderousness take liberties
with grammar and syntax that irked the editor in
me. There are more than a few lines that smack
of the kind of obscurity often associated with
contemporary poetry that might turn off some
readers, though with some effort most people
should be able to see what work they do for the
poem. This is a strong, admirable entry from an
author who can often surprise you, sometimes
irk you, but never bore you. "f-

Brad Fruhauff is Communications Specialist at
Trinity International University, Contributing
Editor of Sapientia: A Journal of the Henry
Center, and Senior Editor of Relief: A
Christian Literary Express. His work has
appeared in Books & Culture, Every Day
Poems, Relief, Rock & Sling, and the books
Not Yet Christmas: An Advent Reader and
How to Write a Poem.
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Bach to Wo rship
The Liturg ical Reconstruction of the St. John Passion
Josh Langhoff

The Cresset's Advent/Christmas 2006 issue.) It
even directed listeners to a free download of a
is not a point of pride, I am certain I was
period sermon: in German. I never downloaded
it. Even so, all that extra material added a half
not alone. Bach's passion oratorio is long; most
recordings clock in at just under two hours.
hour to the normal running time. Because I
first listened to the Dunedin recording during
To connect its choruses and arias, the work's
most hummable music, the composer wrote
my commute, there was no way to consult the
lengthy passages of narrative recitative. Like the
liner notes during the recitatives. Yet hearing
rest of the Passion, these
the Passion as part of a worship service, surrounded
recitatives are sung in
German, sending most
by enduring chorale meloAmericans' heads noddies and familiar liturgical
rhythms, rendered it at once
ding to their programs to
figure out what is going
grander and more intimate.
on. At my performance,
After an opening congregathe musicians sang and
tional hymn, the wrenching
played with impressive
dissonances of the first choskill-I can still hear
rus heralded an epic in
their sparkling soprano
which I felt I belonged.
and flute aria "Ir folge dir
Liturgies create their
gleichfalls" -and
whoown aesthetics. For example,
ever wrote the program
the Roman Catholic funeral
notes offered welcome
liturgy gave its structure
Linn Records, 2006
historical context, but
to the requiems of Mozart,
in concert the Passion
Verdi, and countless other
seemed a work to admire, not to love. Also, the
composers whose music is heard more often
concert took place on a Sunday afternoon, and I
in concert halls than in churches. While listenhad stayed up late the night before.
ers might well hear these works as devotional
Recalling this incident in 2013, I was preexercises, their aesthetic splendor remains their
pared to admire but not love a new "liturgical
universal selling point. Whether we submit to
reconstruction" of the Passion on Linn Records,
the power of Verdi's "Dies !rae" or thrill to one
recorded by Edinburgh's Baroque music speof the dance movements from Bach's keyboard
cialists the Dunedin Consort. Instead, the
suites, the principle is the same: we hear a comrecording moved me to tears.
poser working within a historical form. Freed
The recording sought to recreate Bach's
from their original uses, pleas for divine mercy
Good Friday Vespers service of 1724, surroundand courtly dances both become vehicles for the
ing the central Passion with organ preludes
musician's craft. This point is uncontroversial
and congregational hymns. (James Brooks
enough that it fades into the background when
Kuykendall pondered such reconstructions in
we listen to concerts and albums. Requiems and

T

I HEARD ]. S. BACH'S
St. John Passion, I fell asleep. While this

HE FIRST TIME
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Passion oratorios are musical forms like symphonies and operas, only with different origin
stories: they entered the world through the
church.
The St. John Passion was the culminating
work of Bach's first year as a cantor in Leipzig,
the job he would hold until his death in 1750.
Despite my ignominious first encounter with
the work, it actually tells the story of Jesus's trial
and crucifixion at a quick, attention-grabbing
clip. In Bach's hands, scripture butts up against

The Dunedin Consort has
re-aestheticized Bach's
masterpiece. By framing the
Passion with "liturgy;' the consort
makes us hear the work's aesthetic
splendor with new ears.

anonymous poetry, and musical styles shift
abruptly from arias to familiar hymn tunes,
solo storytelling to fugal choral replies. In the
work's most breathtaking moments, the chorus
radically transforms that sparkling "Jr folge"
melody into violent calls for Jesus's death, then
abruptly swerves into familiar Lutheran chorales praising Christ for his sacrifice. Though
Bach's congregation probably did not sing along
during the Passion, they knew the hymns, and
so this entire complex structure was Bach's way
of implicating his congregation in the Good
Friday message. By the time the chorus reaches
the piece's final movement, the heartrending
third stanza of "Lord, Thee I Love with All My
Heart;' downloading a sermon seems beside the
point.
Normally after a moment of silence, a
concert crowd would erupt into applause or a
CD listener would turn on something else. In
Dunedin's liturgical reconstruction, the program continues. The University of Glasgow
Chapel Choir sings a Renaissance motet by
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Jacobus Gallus. The choir, consort, and "congregation" chant a responsory, collect, and
blessing. John Butt, the consort's director and
mastermind behind this whole enterprise, plays
Bach's organ prelude to "Now Thank We All
Our God;' and everyone sings three stanzas.
Only then does the work end.
On paper it seems anticlimactic. In practice,
Dunedin's liturgical trappings draw listeners
closer to Bach's music, but they do so in a counterintuitive way. I cannot claim that hearing
the Passion surrounded by a bunch of German
hymns and chanting made me a more pious
listener. My commute did not suddenly turn
into a worship service, because I do not understand German. What I understand is liturgy:
the sound of a group of people collectively confessing their sin, singing praises, meditating on
scripture, and generally going about the business of being the body of Christ. I know what
that business sounds like because I have experienced it in real life.
By reconstructing a church service from
1724, the Dunedin Consort has not restored
the Passion to its devotional roots or any such
thing. When Carl Friedrich Rungenhagen and
Robert Schumann first revived the St. John
Passion in the mid-1800s, relocating it from
church to concert hall, they emphasized its
aesthetic splendor over its devotional use. The
Dunedin Consort cannot hope to stuff the genie
back in the devotional bottle; that job belongs
to individual listeners, for whom aesthetic
and devotional listening can happily coexist.
Rather, the consort has re-aestheticized Bach's
masterpiece. By framing the Passion with "liturgy;' the consort makes us hear the work's
aesthetic splendor with new ears. (A liturgical
reconstruction "turns the entire church service
into an aesthetic object;' wrote one New York
Times reviewer.) Just as Philip Roth employs
the recurring narrator Nathan Zuckerman to
render the stories of his novels more immediate, Dunedin uses a makeshift congregation as
a familiar gateway to the Passion. Readers know
Zuckerman isn't real; listeners know Dunedin's
"congregation" doesn't meet every week. Having
duly suspended our disbelief once, we are pre-

pared to abandon it altogether as we follow our
guides deeply into their stories.
The idea of liturgical reconstruction fits
naturally into the half-century-old Historically
Informed Performance (HIP) movement, in
which the Dunedin Consort is a relatively young
entity. At their best and least pedantic, HIP
musicians breathe new vitality into early music
by researching its original performance contexts
and performing on period instruments. To give
one example of the rather intense devotion such
practices inspire, in the year 2000 the conductor John Eliot Gardiner embarked on the Bach
Cantata Pilgrimage. Over the course of a year,
he and his ensembles, the Monteverdi Choir
and English Baroque Soloists, traveled through
Europe recording nearly all of Bach's church
cantatas on their corresponding days of the
church calendar. In his book-length reflection
Bach: Music in the Castle of Heave n, Gardiner
describes why his musicians stopped playing
Bach with anachronistic modern instruments:
With their wire or metal-covered strings
they were simply too powerful-and yet
to scale things down and hold back was
the very opposite of what this music,
with its burgeoning, expressive range,
calls for. To unlock the codes in the
musical language of these Baroque masters, to close the gap between their world
and ours, and to release the wellspring of
their creative fantasy meant cultivating a
radically different sonority. There was
only one thing for it: to re-group using
original (or replica) Baroque instru ments. It was like learning a totally new
language, or taking up a new instrument
but with practically no one to teach you
how to play it.
The HIP sonic contrast can be striking. In 2015,
the Dunedin Consort reconstructed another
service from Bach's first year in Leipzig. St.
Nicholas Church's Christmas Vespers of 1723
included two big works: Bach's Christmas
Cantata BWV 63 , at that point a decadeold piece the cantor had brought along to his

new job, and the newly composed Magnificat
in E-flat major. (Bach would later transpose
the piece to D major, the version usually per- ·
formed today.) During the Magnificat the alto
soloist sings an aria on the text, "He has filled
the hungry with good things, and the rich he
has sent away empty;' accompanied by strings
and a duet for two recorders. Accompanied on
many recordings by a big modern orchestra
with flutes covering the duet, the aria sounds
fulsome and lovely, but also incongruous and
opulent. The moneyed sound of a symphony
orchestra ignores the text. In Dunedin's equally
lovely rendition, the humble, airy timbre of the
recorders recalls hungry shepherds in a field, or
the hollow moan of an empty stomach.
Like the Passion, Bach's Magnificat moves
fast and mixes things up, but not every BWV
can be an unadulterated masterpiece. Despite
wonderful choruses and the only instance of a
Bach fanfare for four trumpets, the Christmas
Cantata that opens the album suffers from a
workmanlike soprano and bass aria that simply
plods along, disrupting the musical momentum. Here we discover another aesthetic benefit
of liturgical reconstruction. By placing the cantata within a larger service that also includes
rousing hymns, fiery organ improvisation, a
Gabrieli motet, and the relentless invention
of the Magnificat, John Butt and the Dunedin
Consort-like Bach before them-turn this
momentum-killing aria into a minor slow spot,
easily forgotten amid the brilliance. With its
expansive scope, a worship service turns out
to be a more forgiving musical structure than
a focused seven-movement cantata. That was
probably not Bach's original intent, but judging
by this recording, he learned how to use the fact
to his advantage. 't

Josh Langhoff is a church musician living in
the Chicago area.
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Lost in Transit
Stylized Visions of the Immigrant in Brooklyn
Gregory Maher

I

WONDER WHAT MY GREAT-GRANDFATHER-

John Patrick Maher-thought as his ship
pulled up to Ellis Island and his first sight of
America loomed into view: the scale of skyscrapers piercing clouds, glass windows flashing up
their cast-concrete sides. I have looked through
the records of the Liberty Ellis Foundationwhose logs of incoming immigrants list 588 of
the name John Maher-and it seems a futile task
to try to decipher the script of digital stacks of
ship manifests. One catches my eye, his occupation listed as a painter. Is it a certain John Maher
from County Tipperary, Ireland, who, according to one manifest, crossed over in 1920, his
vessel stopping in Buenos Aires? I imagine the
nervous fear he, amidst countless other refugees,
must have felt waiting in line to see the immigration officer: chin up, back straight, finest slacks
and vest buttoned up, and above all trying his
damnedest not to cough.
Director John Crowley's Brooklyn, as a visual
piece, is an "insta-classic;' akin to a piano-andviolin 1950s period drama, bathed in a rosy glow
oflight, bright pastels, detail-perfected costumes,
and the "lovely Irish brogue" of main character
Eilis (Saoirse Ronan). The film is an adaptation
of Colm Toibin's novel of the same name, and a
turn from the darker tones of Crowley's previous
films Boy A (2007) and Is Anybody There (2008).
But the beautiful visuals will leave many viewers
asking: where is the grime of immigration? The
closest this narrative gets to a realistic depiction
of the adversity of immigrant life is a scene in
which newly-settled Eilis decides to spend her
Christmas giving back to the church that sponsored her voyage to America. Ronan's cheery face
greets a procession of rough-skinned old timers.
Past the laboring age, these men-the "forgotten Irish" -become both distanced from their
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American community and estranged from their
Irish roots. They are old, ailing, prone to alcoholism, and the church becomes their lone haven.
As her benefactor Father Flood (Jim Broadbent)
explains, "these are the men that built the tunnels, the highways, the bridges-god knows what
they live on now:'
Without the Catholic church, its social
dances, and Father Flood, Eilis might never have
gotten a good job in a department store, found
companions in her Irish boarding house, or
met her boyfriend. The successful integration of
immigrants into society depends on patronage,
someone to guide the immigrants' precarious
position between the mother culture and tongue
and the New World into which they must assimilate to survive. Choosing loyalties between
national identities is a struggle most Americans
past the first generation have forgotten, but
Brooklyn explores the hard choices that are made
when negotiating old and new national identities.
As the movie opens, Eilis begins to tell her current boss and family about her plan to leave for
America. She receives an acrid response: "mothers are always being left behind in this country:'
At the dinner table in her sparsely decorated,
coaly-lit home, conversations of possibilities and
work in America only serve to dampen the setting. Eilis's own mother begins to understand
the prospect of her daughter staying in America
forever; from that point on, Eilis is seen as an outsider in Ireland, even before she has left.
Who does the immigrant turn to when faced
with despair, loneliness, and the social and cultural trends of a new country? They look to their
fellow Irish, as well as to Germans, Poles, and
many more, the family and friends who first welcomed them when they came to this continent.
Eilis asks an experienced traveler on the boat

from Ireland to America, "How long does it take
a letter to arrive?" and she responds: "It takes
a long time at first and then it seems like right
awaY:' The homesickness and alienation at first
is overwhelming, but it heals as immigrants find
and connect to the ethnic communities already
rooted in American cities. In Brooklyn, a kind
of "second Ireland" is sewn into the ethnic fabric
of the city, with its own public houses,
winking neighbors, and distinctly Gaelic
ballyhoos.
Apart from their proliferation
throughout America, part of what made
it comparatively easy for the Irish is their
ability to blend in: to "look American:'
Their Anglo appearance allows them at
least to play the part convincingly, leaving no reason for immigration officers to
turn them away. "Don't look too innocent;' Eilis's travel companion advises,
fixing her up with rouge, eyeliner, and
a bright red scarf before approaching
immigration registration. The point, it
seems, is that Eilis will look like a woman
the immigration officer might imagine catching
his eye at a dance. This is helped by the work of
costume designer Odile Dicks-Mireaux, whose
work with striking color and tailoring speaks to
changing fashion and social currents following
the drab rations era of World War Two.
Americans have always attached images
of foreign, exotic danger to the class of immigrants furthest from themselves. The global
repercussions of the 2011 Syrian Civil War, as
well as conflicts in North Africa and the Middle
East, for instance, cannot be contained by the
long-standing meta-narrative of American
immigration. Today's immigrants and refugees
are preceded by threatening images of their
home countries: disease, violence, or terrorism.
Ethnic newcomers are seen as threats to the status quo. In this context, what makes the image of
Eilis troubling is how readily she becomes a paradigm of the "acceptable" immigrant. She is not
only "pretty... but sensible;' and her life reflects
this "clean" image. Unlike Chaplin's iconic "Little
Tramp" character who shares the sweat and pain
of oppressed workers, our heroine can only look

with concern at Irish laborers, unable to sympathize with or understand their situation. Father
Flood tries to show Eilis the Irishmen, laborers
turned into outcasts, but she remains distinctly
on the other side of the serving table, enabled to
pursue her dreams, comfortable with her brownstone apartment and job at a fancy department
store.

Maybe my great-grandfather John Patrick
Maher wasn't an artist who left that dream to
labor in the New World; perhaps he never even
passed through the hallowed doors of Ellis
Island. Either way, we prefer the stylized vision of
the immigrant, gracefully-even romanticallyadapting to his or her new home.
The film leaves one of its strongest impressions when one of the Irish laborers sings the reel
Casadh An tSugain, a dewy-eyed acapella tribute
to Ireland. The story of the song is that of a man
sweet on a village woman's daughter, yet his trade
of "twisting rope" -weaving thatch for roofs-is
unworthy of the daughter's hand in marriage. The
man is thus left lonely, rejected by his beloved's
mother, to sing his doleful tune to any who will
listen. Perhaps the problem of Brooklyn is that
it is a more accurate image of how we want to
envision our immigrant-ancestors. We want to
see the shy heroine pull herself up by her bootstraps, by her own hard work, and with a touch
of charm. It offers us something as close to the
American Dream as we can imagine, but that,
of course, is sepia-tinted retrospect. The reality
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edges closer to the litter of former Irish laborers
whose only bright moment, in a life lacking purposeful employment, is a haunting dream of life
back on the Emerald Isle.
Brooklyn begins with a cool, blue light, to the
staccato plucking of a violin, in the cobblestone
streets of Enniscorthy, Ireland. It concludes to
orchestral swells in the golden light of a Brooklyn
street. The projector-film sepia is a little too overt
in Brooklyn, but the resultant emotion is hope, a

belief in the ability of the immigrant to triumph
in a new land and-in classic Hollywood fashion-to find love. 'f-

Gregory Maher lives and writes in Chicago,
where he is a regular contributor for Newcity

Magazine.

This feeble kitchen match
leans the way a magician's cane
strikes the stage in flames
doves and all, shaking more dust
from that same darkness
each match shares with stars
left behind, in there somewhere
and your chest snap open
for those jack-in-the-box flowers
stretching out, confident
the dirt is warm, has no other use
-you will explode, give up everything
become an offering and the ice under you
weaker and weaker set out
for any minute now and your arm.

Simon Perchik
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The Coming Age of Demagogues
Peter Meilaender

0

NE OF THE MOST SURPRISING POLITICAL

phenomena of the past several months-I
write this in the opening days of 2016is Donald Trump's persistence as the front-runner,
by a large margin, for the Republican presidential
nomination. Clearly, few prominent Republicans
are comfortable with him as their standard-bearer
(a powerful indication, incidentally, of the striking weakness of political parties today). And as a
potential presidential candidate, Trump possesses
numerous weaknesses: a demonstrated lack of
past commitment to any particular political principles (conservative or otherwise), an utter lack of
political experience and apparent indifference to
learning anything about public policy, shameless
and ceaseless self-promotion, bombastic rhetoric,
and a boorish and grating personality.
Trump seems, indeed, to be little more than
a demagogue. In his book Presidential Selection
(1979), James Ceaser argues that avoiding demagogues was a chief goal of the system that the
American Founders created for electing a president. Ceaser himself prefers to reserve the word
"demagogue;' given its strongly negative connotations, for especially egregious examples,
so he typically speaks instead of a desire on the
part of the Founders to avoid "popular leadership:' He identifies two characteristic forms of
popular leadership, both of which offer remarkably apt descriptions of Donald Trump. The first
form involves "the use of appeals that [play] up
the personal characteristics of contenders in such
a way as to stimulate a fascination with dangerous
or irrelevant aspects of character, methods which
today we might call 'image-building:" This could
almost have been written as a comment about
Trump, much of whose appeal rests on "irrelevant
aspects of character;' and about his campaign's
constant repetition of the notion that he "wins."

The second, and more dangerous, form of
popular leadership is perhaps closer to what we
usually mean by "demagoguery;' and Ceaser
labels it "issue arousal:' This strategy "refers to
the effort of an aspiring leader to win power by
putting himself at the head of a broad movement
based on some deeply felt issue or cause which he
may have played a role in creating or arousing:'
This portrait nicely captures Trump's use of two
issues in particular, immigration and terrorism.
One thinks especially of his repeated promises to
"build a wall" and of his call, in the wake of the San
Bernardino shootings, to ban all Muslims from
entering the country. Both of these reflect an effort
to position himself at the head of"some deeply felt
issue or cause:' And although Trump certainly
did not himself create or arouse anger over illegal
immigration, he was responsible for making a ban
on Muslim entrants a part of mainstream political
controversy.
Pundits have spilled plenty of ink trying to
explain Trump's staying power, and they point to
many of the same factors: not only anxiety over
illegal immigration and Islamist terrorism, but also
the stagnant economy, distrust of politicians and
the Washington "establishment;' a general sense
that the political system is not serving the needs of
ordinary middle- and working-class Americans,
and Trump's complete disregard for the demands
of political correctness. (I will admit the personal
appeal of this last factor.) But one editorial caught
my eye for its evocation of deeper structural factors underlying Trump's appeal. Roger Cohen
wrote a column for the New York Times entitled
"Trump's Weimar America" (December 14, 2015).
His title, obviously, suggested a parallel between
the conditions of Germany between the World
Wars and those in America and other Western
democracies today. Cohen's second paragraph
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nicely highlighted these: "Welcome to an angry
nation stung by two lost wars, its politics veering to
the extremes, its mood vengeful, beset by decades
of stagnant real wages for most people, tempted by
a strongman who would keep all Muslims out and
vows to restore American greatness:'
Cohen's piece is no doubt somewhat melodramatic and overheated. Donald Trump is not Adolf
Hitler; his bombast arises from personal narcissism rather than hatred of groups such as Muslims
or Jews. Nor is he promoting fascism; indeed,
whatever he is promoting remains far too vague
to merit any particular ideological label. What

The next would-be demagogue
might well be more dangerous
than Trump, whose large ego and
self-promotion may make him
a mere buffoon rather than a
genuine scoundrel.
Cohen captures, however, is less something about
Trump than about his audience, voters who feel
themselves, along with their country, increasingly
unable to succeed in a hostile world and who do
not regard most politicians as understanding their
problems or speaking to their needs. These voters
may well be mistaken about the political system's
attentiveness to their problems; indeed, I think
that in significant respects they are. This does
not mean, however, that their concerns should be
lightly dismissed. As Michael Walzer has written,
in "A Day in the Life of a Socialist Citizen;' one of
the finest political essays I know:
[T]he best critics in a liberal society are
men-out-of-office. In a radically democratic society they would be men who stay
away from meetings, perhaps for months
at a time, and only then discover that
something outrageous has been perpetrated that must be mocked or protested.
The proper response to such protests is
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not to tell the laggard citizens that they
should have been active these past many
months, not to nag them to do work that
they do not enjoy and in any case will not
do well, but to listen to what they have to
say. (1970, 229-38)
Even if we are not moved by Walzer's appeal to
our basic concern for our fellow citizens, mere
self-interest also counsels that we listen to what
Trump voters have to say. For as is suggested both
by Ceaser's description of popular leadership and
Cohen's conjuring of a Weimar America, large
numbers of voters who feel alienated and unrepresented offer fertile soil for demagogic appeals.
And the next would-be demagogue might well be
more dangerous than Trump, whose large ego and
self-promotion may make him a mere buffoon
rather than a genuine scoundrel.
Especially worrisome, however, is the possibility that we could be witnessing the creation of
a large class of voters likely to be routinely susceptible to demagogic appeals like Trump's. This
is the frightening scenario sketched (though not
with political campaigns in mind) by two important recent books on socio-economic inequality in
the United States: Charles Murray's Coming Apart
(2012) and Robert Putnam's Our Kids (2015).
Both Murray and Putnam, from different points
along the political spectrum, argue that a number
of factors are combining to produce a new class
divide in American society, in which-to oversimplify slightly-those with at least a college degree
are increasingly successful while those with at
most a high school diploma fall further and further behind. "Success" here includes not simply
finding meaningful work and earning an income
sufficient to support a family, but also other behaviors and affiliations associated with living happy
and meaningful lives: marrying and staying married, raising children, avoiding harmful activities
such as crime and drug use, being active in one's
neighborhood, participating in a religious community. On all of these counts, the well-educated
and relatively affluent continue to do well, while
the lower-middle and working classes experience
unemployment, family breakdown, increased
criminality and incarceration, social isolation,

and a decline in religious affiliation. To make
matters worse, the two classes are increasingly
segregated from each other, living not in mixed
neighborhoods but in separate enclaves, so that
the well-to-do truly do not know how the other
half lives, while the unsuccessful lack resources
and connections to turn their lives around.
Murray and Putnam point to various factors
that have helped cause this new form of increasing
class inequality. Among them is a kind of virtuous
cycle of success that is also, from the perspective
of interaction across class divides, a vicious cycle:
in an economy that increasingly rewards intelligence and talent, elite colleges and universities
have become skilled at discovering and attracting the brightest young men and women, who
then meet, marry, and have bright children who
repeat the cycle, spending their entire lives in
affluent communities, with good schools, among
people more or less like themselves, in a world
spared the social dysfunctions typical of poorer
neighborhoods and, unlike those neighborhoods,
possessing broad resources to assist any kids who
do struggle along the way. While neither Murray
nor Putnam is optimistic about our overcoming
this emergent class divide, Putnam offers a range
of so-called "purple" policy proposals-purple
because some are more conservative, others more
liberal-that he thinks might mitigate the problem, whereas Murray thinks that only a cultural
great awakening, in which the new upper class
consciously decides to desegregate and engage
itself in the lives of the new lower class, could turn
things around.
Even if Putnam is correct that we have policy
tools that could address growing class inequality,
a new lower class is by now firmly in place, and
even on an optimistic assessment we will be dealing with its problems for at least one and probably
two generations. Members of this class, constituting perhaps as much as a third of the population,
will by and large experience economic, social, and
familial failure, even as many of their fellow citizens enjoy continued success. One can hardly be
surprised if they are drawn to political candidates
who do not belong to the Washington establishment, who propose radical and forceful measures
instead of business as usual, and who promise that,

under their reign, America and Americans will
"win again:' In other words, we should expect, for
at least the next generation and perhaps longer, to
see a series of candidates imitating the Trump formula. We are in for a coming age of demagogues.
The reasons for this, in fact, lie even deeper
than the new forms of class inequality that Murray
and Putnam so powerfully describe. At stake is
also one of liberal democracy's historic strengths:
its ability to navigate the dynamism of market
capitalism. The great virtue of free markets is
their tremendous creativity, but this economic
advantage can also be a social weakness. For as
Schumpeter captured so nicely with his concept
of "creative destruction;' the dynamism of capitalist markets, which generates their remarkable
productivity, also creates social dislocation and
turmoil. Every economic advance, every new
technological breakthrough, every more efficient
form of management or organization threatens
those whose livelihoods are associated with suddenly obsolete alternatives. Economic gains for all
are purchased at the expense of losses to specific
groups and persons. The more dynamic the economy, therefore, the more associated losses it will
bring in its wake. And if these become extensive
enough, then many citizens, despite the overall
economic gains that may accrue to society-the
overall maximization of utility, as it were-will
become nervous and uncertain, fearing that perhaps they could be the next ones suddenly to find
themselves displaced and dispensable. In the past
decade, this fear has begun reaching even into the
professional class, affecting groups such as professors and lawyers.
No amount of preaching the virtues of free
markets-even if the sermons are correct, and
even if they are persuasively offered-will suffice
to overcome this anxiety if it becomes sufficiently
widespread. Although some people may enjoy the
excitement of capitalist derring-do, many, perhaps
most, citizens are not the heroically entrepreneurial risk-takers of capitalist mythology. They are
grateful for the benefits of the market but not eager
to sacrifice the stability of a secure livelihood. C. S.
Lewis nicely captures these two sides of human
nature, the competing loves for change and for
stability, in one of his Screwtape Letters. There he
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writes-or, rather, Screwtape writes-that because
human beings live in time, "they must experience change:' Therefore God "(being a hedonist
at heart) has made change pleasurable to them:'
But change alone will not satisfy us. And "since
He does not wish them to make change, any more
than eating, an end in itself, He has balanced the
love of change in them by a love of permanence.
He has contrived to gratify both tastes together
in the very world He has made, by that union of
change and permanence which we call Rhythm:'
Lewis is not here making a political point; his
examples of "Rhythm" are the changing of the seasons and the liturgical year. But his point about
our attraction to both change and permanence is
relevant in this context. One of the historic tasks
of liberal democracy has been to preserve a balance between the dynamism of the market and
an open economic system, on the one hand, and
the stability and security that humans require to
order and plan their lives meaningfully, on the
other. One sees this tension running beneath the
political and economic struggles in nineteenthcentury Europe; partially concealed from view by
two world wars (though obvious during the intervening Depression), it re-emerged later in the
twentieth century and has become especially evident since the Cold War's end left the world with
no economic competitors to market capitalism.

The result has been an extraordinarily dynamic
global economy, with real net gains in utility that
have lifted millions in the developing world out
of poverty. But for citizens of Western democracies like the United States, it has also meant great
insecurity, of an extent not seen since the Great
Depression. And it is clear that we have not yet
found fully adequate ways of responding to this, of
recreating the elements of permanence needed to
balance what seem to be increasing rates of technological and economic change. When people
decry a "broken" political system, I think this is
often what they really have in mind.
Finding a new balance between permanence
and change is among the deepest political challenges of our age. Until we begin to achieve it,
ambitious politicians will seek to ride the waves
of discontent to power by appealing to the new
lower class described by Murray and Putnam.
Hard though it is to imagine, we may yet come to
look back in wistful longing upon the campaign of
Donald Trump. t

Peter Meilaender is Professor of Political
Science at Houghton College.
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Then he withdrew from them about a stone's throw.
And because no nation thrives without capital,
he set a star in this world and drew a circle round.
Though no trace of his print exists, the moon,

I

hills, and trees all reveal his glory in the garden.
Surveying his heart, unreliable landmarks slept

II

in shadows as he found himself alone. Doubled down

an angel from heaven attended him and gave him strength
and he pow1ded his fist against his chest

I:

to ensure everyone spoke the grammar of his love-

I
\

his kingdom inaugurated with beads of blood
pouring forth from the power of prayer aglow.
Standing against the threat of the devil's deception,

when he got up from prayer, he came to them
a map flashing open from his mouth, the way
tumbling forth as a single beam oflight sped
toward the chasm where silence bears his name.

Jae Newman
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Lent, Rules, and Jude Law's Prett y Face
Liz Boltz Ranfeld

I

HAD BEEN IN CHURCH FOR TWENTY-THREE

years of Sunday mornings before I ever
heard a sermon about Lent. In the nondenominational church of my childhood and
adolescence, we had nothing that resembled
liturgy, and anything that gave the appearance
of an affiliation with Catholicism was frowned
upon. Later, there were other churches and
numerous chapel services at college, but still, no
one ever talked about Lent.
So when Matt, my pastor and my friend,
mentioned from his little music-stand podium
that we might want to give up something for
Lent that year, I bristled. I knew Lent was a
thing, but it wasn't our thing. This small, intimate church that I recently found didn't do Lent,
did it? Wasn't that a little ... rules-y?
In every church I had ever been a part of,
there had been a common refrain: God doesn't
want us to be "legalistic." The definition of legalism, though, was always vague and subjective.
Basically, the legalist is whoever has more rules
than you do. I grew up in a Christian tradition
that was focused on adherence to rules and
good behavior. There was irony in the fact that
my childhood church that had told me what I
couldn't say, watch, listen to, and eat had sold
me a message that churches with liturgical traditions were somehow too rules-obsessed.
On the Sunday when Matt preached about
Lent, he told us that it is a tradition which allows
for believers in Christ to prepare prayerfully for
the hope of Resurrection. It is practiced in several denominations. Fasting was one option for
observing the forty days leading up to Easter, but
one could also choose to give up something other
than food. As long as it is something important
that will make the Lent-observer aware of what
they are sacrificing, it is fine.
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Matt suggested that we should each choose
something to give up until Easter. What does
he know, I asked myself. I was wearing my wellhoned "listening to a sermon" scowl: crossed
arms, furrowed brow, lips pursed and off to the
side. Matt was in his mid-twenties, like me, and
sometimes I thought he had no business being
in charge of a church. It was not that he was bad
at it; on the contrary, he was good at it. It was
just that if Matt was old and mature enough to
be in charge of a church, then I should have been
old and mature enough to be in charge of something too, and I wasn't. I was in charge of nothing
more than my bedroom in my mom's basement,
my car, the miniscule paycheck I brought home
as a substitute teacher, and my wedding plans.
Did he really think this would be a good
idea? What was the benefit of giving up meat for
a month, or swearing, or desserts, or whatever
else we might think of? Wasn't this just a way
for people to go on a diet and blame it on Jesus?
I was having trouble with rules those days.
They were a part of the religion I was trying to
escape. Giving up something for Lent sounded
an awful lot like introducing new rules into my
life, and there was nothing I could imagine that
would be worse.

T

HE RELIGIOUS RULES OF MY CHILDHOOD IN

an independent, Evangelical church in
rural Indiana included:

•

No cussing.

•

No PG-13 movies.

•

No Smurfs; Gargamel uses black magic.

•

No David the Gnome; he uses white
magic, which is just as bad as black
magic.

No Bewitched; she makes light of
witchcraft, which is real. (I Dream
of Jeannie is okay because genies
are entirely fictional.)
•

No Halloween, no trick-ortreating, no jack-o-lanterns, no
Halloween parade at school, and
definitely no devil costumes.

W

HEN YOUR CHURCH TELLS YOU TO

abstain from Halloween, you don't get
to participate in the school costume
contest, no matter how much you love dressing
up in costumes. Instead, you and the other three
or four kids from your church sit in the school
library during the annual costume parade. The
school is open concept, and so while you color
pictures with your church friends and siblings,

No Orange Julius; their mascot is
a devil.
The religious rules of the missionary organization I joined when I was fourteen, which took
me to places like Australia and Nepal and India
for two months out of every year until I left for
college, included:
•

No wild haircuts.

•

No turning down any food
you are offered.

•

No piercings.

•

No weird fashion choices.

•

No dating.

•

No crushes on the
opposite sex.

•

No prolonged backrubs
with anybody.

•

No kissing.
No cussing.

•

No lying.

•

No going out alone.
NoR-rated movies.

•

No secular music .

•

No bad attitudes.

As Matt talked about choosing to sacrifice as
a way of lament, I found myself thinking back
on all the ways that religious rules had hurt
me, especially those related to abstaining from
, things.

I found myself thinking back on all
the ways that religious rules had
hurt me, especially those related to
abstaining from things.

you watch as everyone else marches through
the halls in silly clothes and hats, your teachers included, and you wonder what about this is
supposed to be evil. You and the others end up
drawing masks on your coloring paper. As you
hold them to your faces, you can't help but wonder if this is "celebrating the Devil's holiday:' If the
children's pastor came into the library right now,
would you be ashamed of your behavior? Your
librarian pities you. You can see it in her face.
When a charismatic and charming youth
evangelist shouts into a microphone at a massive youth convention that the devil is trying to
destroy your generation through the quadruplethreat of drugs, alcohol, sex, and MTV, you are
terrified oflosing your soul. And so you commit.
You commit to eschewing all secular music, all
rated-R movies, all "appearance of evil." This is
especially true if you are only eleven when you
are first exposed to the youth evangelist's teaching, and you have no filter to determine what
is authentic and what is not. He tells all of you
in the stadium-but mostly you, awkward little
middle school you-that he knows the heart of
God. "You must be set apart;' he says. "You must
be different from the rest of the world;' he says.
"If no one can tell you are a Christian through
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your actions, then how are you going to save
anyone from hell? The blood of your friends will
be on your hands on Judgment Day." You buy
in, and you don't do anything that would damage your witness. Your peers aren't convinced by
your devotion, though, and you never see the
revival come to pass that the evangelist promises
is in God's plans. You are filled with guilt.
When your youth minister tells you that,
"Questions are the beginning of temptation,
and temptation is the beginning of lawlessness;'
you write it down in your sermon notebook and
ruminate on its meaning. Is it really wrong to ask

When you have followed the
rules your whole life, the tiniest
step outside the lines feels like
a rebellion.

questions? Should you even have asked that ques tion? Your youth pastor loves you. Your youth
pastor wants what is best for you. Why would she
tell you something that isn't true? Your parents say
that it is fine to ask questions about anything, but
how do you know that your parents are right?
WAS EIGHTEEN WHEN I FINALLY BROKE A RULE.
It was an unwritten one, because that felt safer.
I was on my fifth international missions trip,
this one to Kolkata, India. The man in charge of
the trip was only three years older than me, but
he wielded his authority like a weapon. During
morning devotionals, he read scriptures about the
importance of submitting to leadership. When we
traveled through airport terminals and baggage
claims and new cities, we were told that we each
could ask only one question per day. If we were
late for a meal or accidentally let our chairs scrape
hard against the concrete floors of our hostel, we
had to do twenty push-ups.
I didn't like him.
I had known a short lifetime of spiritual leaders who loved and praised me for my adherence to

I
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the rules, and here was this guy, treating me like
I needed more of them. Didn't he know I knew
what I was doing? I wasn't some thirteen-year-old
on her first trip overseas. I wasn't a kid. I was old
enough to vote. I had spent more time as a teenage
missionary that this guy ever had. I resented him
and his rules.
Of course, he was simply the representative
of a childhood full of repressed desires and careful behavior. When I looked at him, my eyes saw
a twenty-one-year-old authoritarian with a need
to control my actions. My heart saw something
else. My heart saw every screaming evangelist,
every youth minister, every senior pastor, every
adult who told me that the only way to please
God was to obey. Obey everyone.
I decided to break a rule.
We were supposed to avoid everything secular. If it wasn't made for the church, we were not
to consume it. Almost all movies, in particular,
were off limits during the missions experience.
I loved movies at home, and sometimes I even
watched R-rated ones if I felt my youth pastor
wouldn't be disappointed in me. On the first
flight of our trip, we got permission to watch
the World War II drama Enemy at the Gates, but
only if we covered the screen with our hands and
took out our headphones when Jude Law and
Rachel Weisz's characters had sex. As missionaries, we were supposed to "guard our hearts" and
"avoid the appearance of evil:'
I was standing in an airport bookstore when
I saw the appearance of evil. It was in the form of
a picture of Jude Law on the cover of Biography
magazine. He had been in enough PG-13 movies
that I knew his pretty face well. If I had allowed
myself to put up posters in my locker or on my
walls of attractive performers, he would have
been the one. Gorgeous, British, dressed in layers upon layers of scarves and jackets; everything
an eighteen-year-old in 2001 would fall for.
I looked at the trip leader. He was buying a
bottle of water. I looked at the magazine. Jude
was staring at me. The trip leader was putting
away his change. Jude Law kept staring with
sleepy, sexy eyes. Buying that magazine would
imply that I was curious about the world outside
of the church. It would suggest that I was inter-

ested in sex and celebrity and beautiful men.
I picked it up and carried it to the checkout.
Never has a teenager's heart pounded so hard
while buying an innocuous and unsensational
magazine. It felt as forbidden as pornography.
Feeling brave, I let the leader see the magazine
as I purchased it, then carried it with me until I
had a chance to sit down and read it. It was as if
I could taste my leader's disgust with me in my
mouth.
Just a couple of years later, I realized that he
probably didn't care. My scandalous act was not,
in fact, scandalous. I was not advertising my sexuality or announcing that I was a rebel. I was just
a girl buying a magazine. When you have followed the rules your whole life, the tiniest step
outside the lines feels like a rebellion.

I

T HAS BEEN A DECADE SINCE MATT PREACHED

that sermon on Lent, and I consented to give
up something for the forty days leading up
to Easter. What it was doesn't matter. I emailed
Matt recently to ask what he thinks about the
observance and what verses he might use when
preaching about it. He replied quickly, as he
always does when I pester him, and gave me a
list of facts and scriptures that might inform my
understanding of the whole idea.
What did he say in that sermon that made
me willing to give it a try? From the moment I
bought Jude Law's cover story, I had been on a
tear, rejecting every rule I had internalized from
all those churches and youth ministries. My
rebellion was minor in comparison to some of
my peers, who found relief from religion through
massive amounts of alcohol or very young marriages to people who were very bad for them.
It felt significant to me nonetheless. I watched
movies. I read books. I listened to music. I kissed
men. I danced in nightclubs. I learned to swear.

I changed my mind on politics. I stopped feeling
guilty for not praying.
Why would I have decided that yes, I was
willing to abstain from something for the sake of
religion? What could Matt have said that made
me put away my sermon scowl and relax my
arms and say, "Okay, yeah, I'm going to do this"?
In recent weeks, as I have thought about
doing Lent again for the first time in several
years, I have tried to remember what made me
commit that first time. I finally figured it out. No
one was going to make me.
Matt wasn't going to hold it against me if
I chose not to. I was an adult, and my parents
didn't care if I observed or not. There was no
pressure from my friends, who didn't assign any
moral or eternal significance to the decision to
participate. If I failed, there were no repercussions.
The decision was entirely up to me. I could
abstain, or I could partake.
The religious leaders of my childhood
seemed to think that if they didn't rule us, we
wouldn't know what to do with ourselves, and
we would behave in shameful, sinful ways. I
used to think that the rules were what kept me in
line. They were what prevented me from losing
control. Now I understand. The rules were about
controlling us through shame.
I might give up something for Lent this year.
I might not.
It's fine. f

Liz Boltz Ranfeld is Instructor of English
at Anderson University, teaching English
composition and creative writing.
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Reflections on Half a Century
of Being Lutheran
George C. Heider

A

S MOST LUTHERANS (AND MANY OTHERS)

are well aware by now, the Year of our Lord
2017 will mark the five hundredth anniversary of the start of the Protestant Reformation,
at least as conventionally calculated from Martin
Luther's nailing of his Ninety-Five Theses to the
door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg on All
Hallows' Eve, 1517. By sheer coincidence, 2017
will also mark the fiftieth anniversary of my own
confirmation. To be sure, the Rite of Confirmation
has diminished considerably in its significance
over the past half-century, and rightly so. For
Lutherans, at least, it is not a distinct sacrament,
but rather an opportunity for the "Affirmation of
Baptism" (a title that has in some circles replaced
"Confirmation"), and it no longer marks the occasion of first Communion, as it did "back in the
daY:' And, goodness knows, we are all better off
for backing away from the event as some kind of
"graduation" from formal Christian education.
Still, for me at least, it is the occasion for some
reflection on what has happened in Lutheranism
in America since 1967, as that date remains the
first occasion on which I made a public profession
of faith specifically as a Lutheran Christian.
Most dramatically, if I may be direct: the
Lutheran Church that even then I intended to
serve as a pastor no longer exists. I grew up in
two Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS)
congregations in Maryland, but I was not
unaware that there was at least one other sort of
Lutheran: the Lutheran Church in America (or
LCA). So far as I knew then, the only significant
difference between the LCMS and the LCA was
that in the LCMS you had to quit the Masons
before you could join the church, while in the
LCA, you could join first, after which your pastor
would try to wean you from the Masons. (This
issue was a personal one, as my beloved aunt was
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simultaneously a born-and-bred LCMS Lutheran
and an unapologetic member of the Order of the
Eastern Star, the women's Masonic order.)
In retrospect, it was an extraordinary time
to be coming of age as a Lutheran in America.
Pan- Lutheran organizations flourished, above
all the Lutheran Council in the USA (or "leCU-sa;' as it was known); I recall having earned
a religious medal in the Boy Scouts under their
auspices. The LCMS had proposed the production of a common hymnal, and the two other
major church bodies, the LCA and the American
Lutheran Church (ALC) had accepted. My father,
an active lay leader in our congregation, came
home speaking of "comity agreements;' whereby
the three church bodies divided up underserved
mission territories (in the US) for development.
In sum, as a teenager in the LCMS, I was tutored
thoroughly in Lutheran worship practices and
doctrine (I'll never forget having to memorize
the "Table of Duties" from the Small Catechism),
but I also had a sense of personal engagement
with an enterprise that was on the move and
moving forward.
Soon enough, I learned that the situation
was more complex. During the summer of 1973,
between my graduation (as a college sophomore)
from Concordia College in Bronxville, NY, and
my enrollment at Concordia Senior College in
Fort Wayne, IN, a veritable civil war erupted
within the LCMS in full public view at its convention in New Orleans. That this was neither a
sudden development nor a bottom-up rebellion
of the faithful against an effete, progressive elite
has been amply and irrefutably demonstrated by
an LCMS professor from Concordia University
Wisconsin, James C. Burkee in Power, Politics,
and the Missouri Synod: A Conflict That Changed
American Christianity (Fortress 2011). It was

power politics at its most raw and brutal, which
I experienced personally when the traditionalist forces succeeded in closing my alma mater in
Fort Wayne, in order to hand over the campus to
the Synod's second seminary in Springfield, IL.
During my seminary years (in 1977), the Synod
backed away from the now-complete joint hymnal, the Lutheran Book of Worship (LBW). I could
only suspect that some feared that allowing a
common hymnal would lead laypeople to assume
that the Synod was not as distinct from other
Lutherans as those leaders felt it should be and
was. Climactically (at least in 20/20 hindsight),
the LCMS sealed the fate of anything resembling
a united American Lutheranism when it broke
fellowship with the centrist ALC in 1981, thereby
driving the latter into the arms of the more
liberal (and, interestingly enough, more hierarchical) LCA. The upshot was the present status
quo: an increasingly sectarian and self-absorbed
LCMS and a larger, more diffuse, and indisputably Mainline Protestant Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America (ELCA).
To return to my own story, after twenty-eight
years as an LCMS pastor, professor, and finally
university president, in 2007 I underwent a yearlong process of "entrancing" (and various other
denominative gerunds) to the pastoral roster
of the ELCA. Ironically, I arrived just in time
for that church body to undergo a schism of its
own, only this time precipitated from the left, as
the "2009 sexuality decisions" (as they became
known in shorthand reference) led upward of
10 percent of the denomination's congregations
to depart, including at least some pastors who
had left the LCMS thirty-five years earlier under
pressure from the right. Meanwhile, my own
wife, who had completed a seminary degree in
2007, waited seven years for a call. Both she and
I remain profoundly grateful for the hospitality and opportunities for ministry that we have
found within the ELCA. But without excessive
parade of personal specifics, I will say that we
have learned that a pastor can be abused as fully
and as well in the ELCA as in the LCMS.
I include these personal details only as illustrative anecdotes for my larger point: that over
the past fifty years we who have been the stew-

ards of the Lutheran heritage in America have
fallen far short of our calling. While I see no
necessary benefit in organizational unity (as the
ELCA has demonstrated from time to time), I do
see as tragic the dramatic decrease in interaction
of nearly any sort across the Lutheran spectrum.
Indeed worse, my sense is that we are drifting
apart: I have often depicted my own sensation
as a Lutheran these days as like unto a boy with
a foot on the dock and a foot on a boat, while
the boat is pulling away. Thus, for example, the
venerable organization of Lutheran college and
university presidents, the Lutheran Educational
Conference of North America (LECNA), is
on life-support at this moment. Thus, both the
LCMS and the ELCA published in 2006 their

I have often depicted my own
sensation as a Lutheran these days
as like unto a boy with a foot on
the dock and a foot on a boat,
while the boat is pulling away.
own new hymnals, each of which is in its own
way a profoundly political document (in addition to the undoubted positive of contributing
numerous and varied new hymns to the Lutheran
congregational repertoire), exaggerating the distinctive tendencies-for good and ill-of each
church body. Neither book, in my fallible opinion, is blessed with the theological balance and
aesthetic beauty of the LBW that had been jointly
produced a generation earlier. Thirdly, all the
while, both church bodies report steadily declining membership statistics. Whatever else may be
said of the change, the conversion of the largest Lutheran fraternal insurance company from
"Thrivent Financial for Lutherans" to "Thrivent
Financial" is a cold-eyed assessment that all is
not well in American Lutheranism.
My purpose in offering these reflections
is not to wallow in a jeremiad ("ain't it awful"),
nor to long for lost days or lost opportunities, nor to assign blame for where we stand:
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God knows, there is plenty of that to be shared
around. Rather, I write for three purposes. The
first is addressed to my students (this is, after all,
a university publication): learn from our errors.
Learn that majorities rule, but that they also err.
Learn that time taken to talk and seek consensus
is time well-spent. Learn that the ways of secular
politics sometimes produce desired results but
always produce unintended and often horrific
consequences. My second purpose is an appeal
to the booming Lutheran churches of Africa:
"Come over and help us" (cf. Acts 16:9). Your
way of doing Lutheran is no more immediately
transferable to our culture than ours ever was
to yours. But surely we have much to learn from
you, above all, from your passion to share the
Gospel in fresh and outward-focused ways. My
third and final purpose (for now) is to appeal to
my own generation in what should be our most

productive years as pastors and teachers of the
church. Can we not step back and view our lives
and work sub specie aeternitatis-in view of the
truly long run-as we would be content to read
of them in our obituaries or even lay them at the
feet of God? What can we yet do to ensure that
the chief Lutheran charism-that all good things
are finally God's doing and free gift-retains
a voice in Christianity's witness in the world?
A final decade or two focused on that, and we
might dare to join in words that stirred the world
half a millennium ago: "Here I stand. I can do no
other. God help me:' 't

George C. Heider serves as chair of the
Department of Theology at Valparaiso
University.

WAKING ON PALM SUNDAY
All prayers escape me. Angles creep among
us, acutely. I'm aware of forms across
the bed, and my thoughts run toward holy taints
who've gone before. Their shadowed figures blur
with angles now-I hope these specters plead
my face to God. I've gotten out of head,
distracted-spilled a glass of ilk-1 shed
a leer and vow: I'll put my words on straight
and start again. All prayers escape me. Thoughts
are falling, scraping knees on rocks. They skip
right through the city gate, toward the sunrise naked-the word made flesh made word
again. Inside my open palms a prayer
appears: Dear God, it says, and then, Amen.

Katie Manning
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Gumdrops
Paul Willis

0

NE

DAY,

IN

THE

WINTER

OF

MY

sixth-grade year, our old and discontented teacher, Miss Weir, informed
us that we would now take out our pencils and
each write a story for the Corvallis Gazette-Times'
"George Washington's Birthday Tall Tale Contest;'
though the tales could not be all that tall, given the
fact that they had to be fifty words or less. We all
knew the one about the cherry tree, but that was
true, wasn't it? So we scratched our heads and went
to work. According to Miss Weir, there was money
to be had if we won. How much, she didn't say.
This is what I wrote:
One night, a Tory at Yorktown filled
American guns with black gumdrops. In
the morning, when Washington ordered
his men to charge and fire, gumdrops
emerged instead of bullets. Greedy British
soldiers gobbled them up and fell to
the ground with bellyaches. Cornwallis
thought his men were dead and surrendered.
It is not hard to guess where this story came

from. In grade school, I liked to read about the
Revolutionary War, and I also liked to eat gumdrops, and they must have given me stomachaches
from time to time. So with great imaginative flair _
I connected these experiences, at the same time
finding a way to make the father of our country an
accidental pacifist.
So we turned in our stories, and Miss Weir
delivered them to the Gazette- Times, and we all
promptly forgot about them. Until, just before
Washington's Birthday, Miss Weir announced to
the class after lunch that I had won the contest. I
was filled with amazement and pride, and several
days later my prize-winning fiction was published

in the newspaper under the title "A Sweet Way to
Win a War:' Then the United Press International
scooped it up and splashed it around the country
as filler. And then, according to several neighbors,
Paul Harvey himself ended his mid-day news
broadcast with the tale, no doubt adding at the
end, as he always did, "And now you know... the
rest of the story:'
This was 1967. The war in Vietnam was well
underway. I had only the vaguest ideas about
this-or, perhaps, none at all. But our country
needed every distraction it could lay its hands on.
And I happened to be one of them.
It wasn't the injustice of the Vietnam War that
eventually got my attention, however; it was an
injustice that emerged in our very classroom. A
few days after my brush with literary fame, I put
up my hand and asked Miss Weir, "Isn't there some
sort of prize money I'm supposed to be getting?"
Miss Weir pursed her gravely over-lipsticked
lips and said, "The prize for the contest is five dollars. But since your story was part of a class project,
I am keeping that money in my desk on behalf of
the entire class:'
Then she opened her desk drawer, removed a
five-dollar bill, and held it aloft for all to see. And
then she put it back. And gave me a glassy stare.
The classroom got very quiet.
But out on the playground, the verdict was
given. "Miss Weir is being Miss Weird. You got
robbed, man:'
Which is how I felt myself, but out of some
high-mindedness, gained perhaps in Sunday
School at the First Baptist Church, I decided not
to complain.
But that didn't make things any better. From
that day on, for reasons I have never fathomed,
Miss Weir declared war on me. And she wasn't
using black gumdrops. No, she used big, fat, red Fs
on my assignments, whenever she could manage
them. Outline for a report? F. Snowflake design?
F. Notebook organization? F. She couldn't get away
with it on spelling tests and math quizzes, since
I got each word and problem right and naturally
could prove it. But give her a little wiggle room and
she became wicked.
I remember trying to tell my mother that Miss
Weir did not like me.
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"It can't be that bad;' she said.
And then, one day, Miss Weir reported to
the class after lunch that someone-and here she
paused and looked at me-someone had stolen the
five-dollar bill from her desk. "Now who might
that someone be?" she asked.
Out on the playground, everyone said, "The
five dollars is yours to begin with. It wasn't really
stealing:'
But I hadn't taken it, and said so, face flaming.
Hardly anyone believed me. Least of all, Miss Weir.
How the spring played out I can't recall. Miss
Weir must have eventually stopped doling out
those Fs, perhaps because of a clandestine parentteacher conference. Deep down, my mother may
have believed me and done what she could to put a
stop to bad behavior.
But the more I thought about Miss Weir, the
more I hated her in my heart. I nursed my grudge
for a long time. And, finally, vengeance was mine.
My opportunity came almost a year later, when
I was in the seventh grade. I had come back to the
elementary school on a Saturday morning to watch
my younger brother play in a basketball game.
The game, I suppose, was not all that interesting.
Halfway through, I slipped away from the shouts
in the gym and tiptoed down a hallway to the classrooms of the upper grades. It was very quiet. I told
myself I was just looking, just visiting old haunts. I
was so much older now. How interesting to reflect
back on former days.
Then I came to the door of Miss Weir's sixthgrade classroom. I turned the knob. It opened.
And I went inside. And then I knew why I had
come. Holding my breath, I walked to the main
blackboard, lifted a piece of chalk from the tray,
and proceeded to scrawl, in letters as large as I
could manage, WE HATE MISS WEIR. Then, for
a stereo effect, I did the same on a second blackboard on the other side of the room. And then, for
the coup de grace, I opened the door to her private
closet behind her desk and took out a soft pair of
slippers, the ones she put on at the end of the day
when she thought we were not looking, the ones
that eased the aches and pains and corns and bunions on her elderly, swollen feet. Then I opened the
top drawer of her desk, the drawer that had once
held the contested five-dollar bill, and found a box
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of straight pins for posting bulletin-board displays.
I dumped half of the box into the toe of her right
slipper and half of the box into the toe of her left,
where they couldn't be seen, only felt. Then I put
the slippers back in her closet. And snuck back out
of the room.
I never heard how Miss Weir took it when she
got to her classroom that Monday, so there wasn't
much triumph to my private act of vandalism. I
could imagine, of course, her astonishment and
anger upon seeing those messages on the blackboards. And the sudden pain of merging her toes
with all those straight pins later on in the afternoon. But for some reason, I didn't like thinking
about it. My perfect hate crime gave me very little
pleasure. I had told myself I was getting even. But
all I got was ashamed.
Now that I am as old as Miss Weir was when
she was my teacher, and now that I am a teacher as
well, I know how little it takes to become locked
in conflict with a colleague or a student for reasons that deepen and multiply in the imagination.
I know the twinge of envy that I sometimes feel
when a younger friend or protege wins a prize or
writes a poem that surpasses any I might win or
write myself. And was that it? Was Miss Weir jealous? Had she entered the contest herself? Had she
nurtured aspirations as a writer for many a year,
aspirations that never met with recognition?
I will never know, of course. But I do know,
finally, like Flannery O'Connor's Misfit, that there
is no real pleasure in meanness. In my ongoing
battle with certain college administrators over the
current fad of measuring "student learning outcomes;' I was recently told that, in response to one
of my sharper sallies, one particular dean, feeling
singled out, had checked herself into the hospital
_for two days.
Maybe she found Miss Weir there too.
In my next life, my better life, I will go and visit
them there, and bring them flowers. And gumdrops. t

Paul Willis is Professor of English at Westmont
College and has recently served as poet laureate for the city of Santa Barbara.
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Vignette: Seliman
A. Trevor Sutton

HEY HAD ONE OF THE NICER CHURCHES IN
His father woke him at 2 AM and told him they
Sudan. Rather than roasting in the sun
were going to Egypt. They had sold the house
through the long sermon, the congregaand everything in it.
tion met in a long mud hut. Even with the luxury
Cash in hand and shoes on their feet, Seliman
of a roof overhead, the building was dark, hot,
and his family left Sudan to find somewhere else
and sweaty. They fanned themselves through the
to openly proclaim the Gospel.
service. They sat on metal stools and benches.
Egypt was a temporary home after leaving
Sudan. Seliman was just about ten years old
On particularly crowded Sundays, people had to
when they arrived there
sit on temporary benches
by train. People were
made of stray tree
An excerpt from
branches tied together.
immediately susp1c10us
BEING LUTHERAN
of him and his family:
Every Sunday was
crowded.
Who are these people
Seliman's father was
coming from Sudan? Why
a leader in the condo they have so much cash
gregation. A shortage
on them? What are they
of pastors meant that
carrying in those bags?
Where are they going? Are
many congregations had
they Christian?
to rely on lay leaders
Published by
to assist with worship.
Every car on the train
Concordia
Occasionally the congrewas filled with greedy
Publishing House.
gation would travel to the
eyes looking at Seliman.
capital for a large worHe prayed for God's pro© 2016 A. Trevor Sutton. Used with permiss io n .
ship service with many Available Spring 2016 . For ordering information,
tection. He always kept
other people. More often please contact Concordia Publishing House at
one eye on his father. He
800-325-3040 or visit them at www.c ph.org.
they gathered together to
ran fast when his father
hear the Gospel openly
told him to go. He ran
proclaimed in their local congregation. The Holy
too fast; he lost a shoe running through the train
Spirit moved in that place. The presence of the
station. Seliman entered Egypt with only one
Lord was with them.
shoe.
The government was increasingly suspicious
Open proclamation of the Gospel was no
about the open proclamation of the Gospel
easier in Egypt. They could not worship in a
happening in the congregation. Pressure grew
congregation. Instead, the family met together
against Seliman's father and the church: "Keep
with a few others in their studio apartment.
your mouth shut." "Stop preaching the Gospel:'
The doors were locked. The shades were closed.
"We are watching you:'
The tension was high. And the Gospel was proThreats grew more frequent. Violence
claimed. Relying wholly on the Lord, Seliman
became more imminent. This forced Seliman's
craved God's Word. He had a fire in his bones
family to leave Sudan in the middle of the night.
kindled by prayer. He longed for the day when
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the Gospel could be openly shared with all people. Doors open. Windows open. And mouths
open proclaiming the Gospel.
His father worked a construction job in
Egypt. He had the job until they found out he
was a Christian. He did not shout it from the
top of the building they were constructing; he
simply prayed a blessing over his meal before he
ate. Even that was too much. He was fired on the
spot for being a Christian: "Turn in your hard
hat and tools. Do not plan to return tomorrow.
We will not have any Christians working for us."

Experiencing the open proclamation
of the Gospel-even if it was in
hushed worship behind closed
doors-was precious. Hearing the
Gospel whispered made it speak
even louder in his heart.

Seliman and his family were not comfortable in Egypt. He was constantly running from
discrimination. Fear followed him everywhere.
Persecution was a daily reality. Though violence
was always close, God was always closer. Jesus
had opened his heart to God. Only ten years old,
Seliman trusted God for his eternal salvation
and his daily protection. Not even a teenager, the
Holy Spirit worked a spiritual maturity in him
through daily hardship.
God provided an opportunity for Seliman
and his family to move to America. February in
Ohio is much colder than it is in Africa. In a little
over a day, he went from sweltering ninety-degree
heat to frosty sub-zero winds. Nevertheless, they
were warmed by the opportunity to worship
without persecution. Proclaiming the Gospel
was not punishable by death. Preaching the
Good News of Jesus would not get you fired. For
the first time in his life, Seliman could pray with
both eyes closed.
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Some friends in America invited Seliman
and his family to attend a church. The church
was a Lutheran church. Many other refugees
had found their way to this Lutheran congregation. This is what they had craved for so long.
The Gospel of Jesus Christ was openly preached
from the pulpit. There was no veil of good works
covering the grace of Jesus. The Good News was
not obscured by rationalism, political correctness, or fear. All people had open access to God's
salvation in Christ Jesus.
Seliman has no desire to return to a land of
persecution. He does not long for the days when
his family had to worship with closed doors,
closed windows, and hush voices. He rejoices
in the open access to the Gospel that he and his
family now enjoy.
Nevertheless, there is something missing.
Persecution kept his faith sharp. Threats of
violence honed his prayers. Rumors of people
suffering for the Gospel drove him closer to the
Lord. Experiencing the open proclamation of
the Gospel-even if it was in hushed worship
behind closed doors-was precious. Hearing the
Gospel whispered made it speak even louder in
his heart.
In a land of persecution, Seliman was keenly
aware that he had to wholly rely on God. In a
land of plenty, he still has a fire for the Gospel of
Jesus Christ. However, that fire feels a bit more
temperate now. Zeal is oddly harder to maintain
in a land where there is free and open access to
the Gospel. He certainly does not want to go
back to those days of struggle. He does, however, want to go back and experience the power
of God at work in the midst of persecution.
To be certain, Seliman counts it a blessing
to finally pray with both of his eyes closed. Still,
as great as it is, praying with both eyes closed
makes it that much easier to fall asleep. 1

Rev. A. Trevor Sutton is Associate Pastor
at St. Luke Lutheran Church in Haslett,
Michigan and a graduate student in Writing
and Rhetoric at Michigan State University.
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PRAYING IN YOUR CAR
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It started as a way for you to cope
with loss. The labyrinth of county roads.
Within your harmonies on mournful songs,
you offered up your heart, pleaded for peace.
With your commutes, no matter the length,
you found yourself switching off the music.
With others beside, in front, or behind you,
you confessed, you repented, you requested.
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You pray aloud less often, preferring hum
of interstate, radial drone of wheels,
air rushing by tightly sealed tinted glass,
pine tree air freshener the holy incense.
Gas pedal pressed hard underneath your foot.
Thousands of RPMs towards the divine.
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Reviewed in this issue ...
Jonathan Sacks's

Not in God's Name:
Confronting Religious Violence

Altruistic Evil

J

IHADIST

TERRORISM

RAISES

MANY

distressing questions, but few weigh on the
mind as much as this one: how can acts of
such unspeakable violence be committed in the
name of religious conviction? Sadly, this might be
the defining question of our age.
The phenomenon is not new. Arguably, the
first religious terrorists were a Jewish splinter
group known as the
sicarii, named after
their favorite weapon,
the short-bladed dagger. They operated in
Jerusalem shortly before
the city's destruction in
70 AD, eager to enflame
tensions between Rome
and the Jewish population. "Their favorite
trick;' according to the
historian
Josephus,
"was to mingle with festival crowds, concealing
under their garments
small daggers... . More terrible than the crimes
themselves was the fear they aroused, every man as
in war hourly expecting death" (emphasis added) .
Other examples of religiously-inspired
violence abound, whether in Middle Eastern,
Western or other cultures. Various explanatory
accounts have been put forward. Few I have come
across, however, are as insightful as that offered by
Jonathan Sacks in his most recent book. A prolific
author, member of the British House of Lords,
and former Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew
Congregation of the British Commonwealth,
Sacks asks us to understand what he calls "altru54
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istic evil;' a helpful oxymoron to which I shall
return.
Drawing insight from the social sciences,
biology, history, and (mainly Jewish) theology,
Sacks understands well the maxim made famous
by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn that the line dividing
good and evil does not run between groups but
through every human heart. Still, the tendency
to hive off into groups and define one's group
against others constitutes the core of the matter
and disposes us not only
to great evil but to great
Nor IN Goo's NAME:
good. Or, as Sacks puts
it: "what is best in us and
VIOLENCE
what is worst both come
from the same source:
J o nathan Sacks
our tendency to form
Schocken Books, 2015
ourselves into groups
[and] to think highly of
$29.95
our own and negatively
320 pages
of others:'
Most would recognize
this as an all-tooReviewed by
human tendency, and
Thomas Albert Howard
realize too, with Sacks,
that communal belonging often inspires our better angels. The path
to "pathological dualism;' as he phrases it, and
from there possibly on to violence, takes shape
when three additional ingredients are present.
First, group formation must occur around our
deepest convictions, which are often religious
or metaphysical in nature; Sacks quotes Pascal
to underscore this point: "Men never do evil so
completely and cheerfully as when they do so
from religious conviction:' Second, one has to
experience or at least be persuaded that the "other
group" has committed atrocious wrongdoing
against yours. Finally, add in zealous, charismatic
CoNFRONTING RELIGIOUS

leaders able to enflame a pervasive, righteous feel ing of victimhood, inciting one to see the "other
group" as utterly despicable, malevolent, subhuman.
The violence inherent in this (real or perceived) sense of victimhood can then lead to
"altruistic evil;' a willing bloodlust emboldened
by the conviction that your actions flow from
conscience toward a higher good. Sacks is most
eloquent on victimhood in this sense, and his
words are perhaps not only relevant to global
jihadism today but to the extreme ends of the
ideological spectrum in many Western nations.
Permit a lengthy quote from Sacks:
Defining yourself as a victim is a denial of
what makes us human. We see ourselves
as objects, not subjects. We become
done-to, not doers; passive, not active.
Blame bars the path to responsibility.
The victim, asc'ribing his condition to
others, locates the cause of his situation
outside himself, thus rendering himself incapable of breaking free from his
self-created trap .... If you kill witches for
causing [your] illness, the witches die
and the illness remains. So you must find
more witches to kill, and still the illness
remains. Blame cultures perpetuate every
condition against which they are a protest.
They also corrupt others. One of
the noblest of all human instincts is
compassion.... But compassion can be
exploited. When self-defined victims lay
claim to compassion in a less-than-noble
cause, they turn people of goodwill into
co-dependents. Seeking to assist, they
reinforce the pattern of behavior they
wish to cure.
When dehumanisation and demonisation are combined with a sense of
victimhood, the third stage becomes
possible: the commission of evil in an
altruistic cause.
While never straying too far from this central
contention, Sacks canvasses a variety of topics

relevant to comprehending religious violence
in our age, chiefly as perpetrated by the likes of
ISIS, Al Qaeda, and other jihadist groups, but
he also touches on violence in other religious
traditions, past and present.
A resident of London, Sacks worries that
many Western societies, those in Europe foremost, have become fertile grounds for recruiting
jihadists due to a moral vacuum at the heart of
contemporary secularism. Modern institutions
such as "[s]cience, technology, the free market
and the liberal democratic state;' he writes, "have
enabled us to reach unprecedented achieve-

Sacks worries that many Western
societies, those in Europe
foremost, have become fertile
grounds for recruiting jihadists
due to a moral vacuum at the
heart of contemporary secularism.

ments in knowledge, freedom, life expectancy
and affluence." But in themselves they cannot provide answers to what he calls life's "Big
Questions": What am I? Why am I here? How
then shall I live? These are substantive philosophical, and ultimately theological questions,
Sacks believes, and despite the cornucopia of
consumer goods, bromides about multiculturalism, and lifestyle freedoms available in the West,
they continue to haunt the imagination. "[T]he
twenty-first century has left us with a maximum
of choice and a minimum of meaning;' as Sacks
sums up; denizens of this moral wasteland long
for "meaning, identity and community;' and if
they cannot be supplied through more organic,
peaceable means, the young especially remain
susceptible to the allure of darker, more radical
causes.
Among the best ways to combat the seduction of altruistic evil, Sacks believes, is through
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a moral, humanistic education that teaches
empathy for those who possess different life
experiences from one's own. This comes as
worrisome news given the headwinds against
liberal arts education in our own country and
its short supply across much of the Middle
East and in Europe (see Reilly 2012; Redden
2009). But Sacks insists: "To be cured of potential violence toward the Other, I must be able
to imagine myself as the Other." To dramatize
his point, Sacks tells the remarkable story of
one Csanad Szegedi, an erstwhile Hungarian
ultra-nationalist politician and anti-Semite,
who discovered that he in fact was Jewish. This
jolting "role reversal" (the title of a chapter in
the book) transformed Szegedi's understanding
of the world and led him to focus in his political
career on defending human rights for everyone.
But education and dramatic personal revelations are not the only promoters of empathy.
Most religious traditions, Sacks contends, contain the antidote for the violence that they
sometimes inspire. On this point, he distinguishes himself emphatically from celebrity
skeptics such as Richard Dawkins and Sam
Harris who blame homo religiosus as such for
much of humankind's bellicosity, past and
present, and pine for a post-religious future.
Such hard-boiled secularists are not only misguided in the substance of their arguments,
Sacks believes, but they also fail to recognize
that, demographically speaking, the world is
only growing more religious (Kaufman 2010).
Religious discourse, though part of the problem,
must be part of the solution. What is more, such
figures promote their own worrisome dualism:
scornful, post-religious Westerners versus the
rest of humanity.
By contrast, Sacks appeals approvingly and
repeatedly to the Judea-Christian notion of
human beings as created in the imago Dei, the
taproot idea, in his estimation, behind our contemporary language of human rights and human
dignity. He also makes much of the Noahic covenant: God's providential commitment to the
human project. Passages from various sacred
texts crop up in the book to support his points,
such as the Mishnah's command, "Do not judge
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your fellow [man] until you have been in his
place"; or the Qur'an's insistence "that there
should be no compulsion in religion"; or the
New Testament injunction to love not only
your neighbors but your enemies. It is not lost
on Sacks that "hard texts" (i.e., ones that seem
to endorse violence) exist in religious literature
too, and these require in his view "careful interpretation" lest they "lead to violence."
While not without hope, Sacks is no
Pollyanna; he believes that today something
is rotten in the state of the Abrahamic faiths .
Because of their similarities and interrelationship, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam evince at
a civilizational level, he believes, the dynamics
of what psychologists call "sibling rivalry." Each
making claims to be the monotheistic faith and
two (Christianity and Islam) claiming the mantle of supersession over the other(s), the three
faiths have witnessed centuries-long accretion of
conflicts and bad memories. While he does not
argue that Islam is un iquely prone to violence,
he does contend that Salafist interpretations of
Islam possess a theological cogency and persuasive force often underestimated by Western
observers.
In the recent past, Hobbesian powers, such
as the Ottoman Empire, the British Empire,
and, during the Cold War, the Soviet Union and
the United States-despite their own various,
moral shortcomings-were able to suppress religious violence in volatile geographical regions.
But our age, according to Sacks-who follows
Henry Kissinger (2014, 260ff)-is witness to the
unraveling of global order. Ours is a time of anxious multipolar powers (US, EU, Russia, China,
Iran), of failed or failing nation-states (Iraq,
Syria, Somalia, Yemen), and of dangerous transnational entities (ISIS, AI Qaeda) (Kissinger
2014).It is also an age of instantaneous communication, which enables incendiary language or
images immediately to impact places far from
their origin. And this is to say nothing of whole
new forms of fearmongering, "radicalization;'
and recruitment to violence made possible by
cyberspace.
For Sacks, historical perspicacity is essential for moral engagement at a geopolitical level.

Sometimes his analyses in this respect are spoton. He ably calls attention, for example, to how
Serbian (Orthodox) nationalists in the 1990s
revived the memory of the Battle of Kosovo
(in 1389!) to fire up Serbian hatred of Bosnian
Muslims, and he interprets this unhappy episode
as a portend for the future. At times, however,
his reach exceeds his grasp. He presents a fairly
cliched interpretation of the Reformation as a
movement in Western Christianity away from
"dogmatic religious foundations" toward peaceful
coexistence-something that would have come
as news to Anabaptists, Huguenots, Socinians, as
well as the many Catholics and Protestants who
ran afoul of the principle of cui us regia, eius religio. Sacks's suggestion-not an uncommon one
these days-that the Muslim world stands in
need of a sixteenth-century-style Reformation
suggests at once the attraction but the difficulty
of moral reasoning through historical analogies
(Khalaf2015).
A lifelong student of Hebrew Scriptures,
Sacks stands on firmer ground when in several moving chapters he offers close readings
of stories in Genesis, which in his judgment
teach "willingness to accord dignity to the other
rather than [to] see the other as threat" and,
concomitantly, the importance of the Psalmist's
line, "how good and pleasant it is for brothers to
dwell together" (Psalm 133:1 ). His most compelling readings are quite literally about brothers:
Cain and Abel, Ishmael and Isaac, Jacob and
Esau, and Joseph and his brothers. The Joseph
story in particular resonates with his thesis of
victimhood as the womb of violence. Joseph
faced, as it were, a momentous choice between
victimhood and retaliation against his brothers
or reconciliation and peace with them. That he
chose the latter staved off a potentially vicious
cycle of fratricidal violence. As Sacks puts it:
"By the end of Genesis ... Joseph, who really was
a victim, refuses to define himself as such. He
says to his brothers, 'You may have intended to
harm me, but God intended it for good so that
it would come about as it is today, saving many
people's lives. So then, don't be afraid. I will
provide for you and your children' (Genesis 50:
20-21)." Sacks provides this gloss:

This [Joseph's] is an immensely significant transformation. Instead of asking
"Who did this to me?" Joseph asks about
his suffering, "What redemptive deed has
this put me in a position to perform?" He
looks forward, not back. Instead of blaming others, he exercises responsibility.
Joseph represents the first great biblical
rejection of the culture of victirnhood, the
reaction that caused the first humans to
lose paradise.
The entire Exodus interlude in Jewish history, furthermore, provides in Sacks's view an

Joseph faced a momentous
choice between victimhood and
retaliation against his brothers or
reconciliation and peace with them.

ongoing lesson for us today. This lesson (in
empathy) is found succinctly in Exodus 23:9:
"Do not oppress a stranger, for you know
what it feels like to be a stranger, for you
yourselves were once strangers in the land of
Egypt." We are obliged to expand the "radius
of our moral concern;' Sacks interprets, so that
"our common humanity precedes our religious
differences:'
Few readers, I imagine, will disagree with
Sacks's conclusions. The difficulty, of course,
comes in applying such a hortatory message in
places such as Syria, Palestine, Iraq, Nigeria,
Sudan, or Kashmir. Blood-soaked geography, alas, can be the mother of despair. Sacks
accordingly leaves himself open to the charge
that, while eloquently diagnosing the disease,
he offers little specific advice for curing it. One
might also fault him for speaking rather generally about the "psychology" of religious violence
and not enough about specific theological tenets
or beliefs that motivate violence in the first place,
such as the apocalyptic ideas animating ISIS's
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actions, analyzed trenchantly by Graeme Wood
in a recent article in The Atlantic (March 2015) .
Finally, one wonders if his focus on victimhood has come at the expense of another factor:
the frequent lack or insufficiency of legitimate
institutions of justice to redress crimes before
the wounded seek vengeance on their own.
Sacks should have taken up these matters
more extensively. Even so, Sacks's is no small
accomplishment. His musings on altruistic evil,
again, shed helpful light on the motivations
behind religious terrorism. A lifetime of erudition, worn lightly, and writing that sometimes
achieves biting eloquence add to the book's
appeal.
The fact that Sacks, in an epilogue, concludes
on an ambivalent note suggests the magnitude
of the problem he seeks to address. On the one
hand, he waxes hopeful, enjoining the children
of Abraham to learn to live together: "Today
God is calling us, Jew, Christian and Muslim, to
let go of hate and the preaching of hate and live
at last as brothers and sisters ... honouring God's
name by honouring his image, humankind:' On
the other hand, the size and scope of jihadist
threats-and the forms of political backlash and
appeasement that they engender in the Westlead him to wonder if we have entered an age of
"permanent foreboding." "The West, indeed the
world;' he expands, "has never faced a challenge
quite like this .... the radicals pride themselves
on their inhumanity. They have no qualms
against butchering and beheading those with
whom they disagree, using civilians as human
shields, turning people into slaves and ten-year
old girls into suicide bombers."
An eloquent expositor of the Noahic covenant, Sacks nonetheless wonders if in our time,
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as in the biblical account of Noah, "God regretted that he had made man on the earth, and his
heart was filled with pain" (Gen. 6:6). That a
leading Jewish voice would permit himself such
a disconsolate thought underscores the gravity of the challenge and the significance of this
book. 't

Thomas Albert Howard is Professor of
Humanities and holder of the Phyllis and
Richard Duesenberg Chair in Christian Ethics
at Valparaiso University.
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